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      “Hit me. Hurry.”

      Grinning, Miranda Lowe passed the oversized cappuccino mug across the counter to her friend Zoya, who was red-nosed, bleary-eyed and hunched inside her puffy jacket looking distinctly the worse for the wear.

      “Here,” she told Zoya. “Drink some quick. Before your hands start shaking.”

      Zoya took a grateful sip, her eyes rolling closed. “One of these days, I’m going to get you drunk so you’ll tell me what you put in here that makes it so addictive. It’s chicory, right?”

      “Nope. Crack.”

      “I knew it.” Zoya eyeballed the glass cases on either side of the counter, her gaze skimming over the pastries. “You’d better give me a caramel scone, too.”

      Miranda grabbed a fat scone. It was still warm from the oven and gooey with icing. “For medicinal purposes?”

      “Yeah. Let’s go with that. Why don’t you come sit with me and have one, too?”

      Miranda wiped her hands on her apron, ignored the temptation of something sweet and buttery, and tried to look happy with the cup of peppermint tea she’d been nursing for the last hour.

      “I’ll sit with you for a minute, but I’m not eating a scone. I’ll let you get fat by yourself, thanks.”

      Zoya, who was an effortless size six—skinny witch—frowned as they headed to a small table near the picture window facing the street and sat. “You can’t have any more to lose, Randi.”

      Miranda slapped one hip. Thanks to her religious and endless calorie counting and treadmill walking, it was now merely curvy rather than meaty, and she wasn’t taking any chances. “One scone and it’s all over for me. I’m not trying to lose. I just want to maintain my size twelve. So you sit there and say a prayer of gratitude that you were blessed with a”—she scowled and made quotation marks with her fingers—“fast metabolism.”

      Laughing, Zoya took a big bite.

      Miranda watched, trying not to hate her.

      Not that she ever could, of course.

      They’d been close since the day Miranda opened shop here in town and Zoya showed up with a warm batch of chocolate chip cookies to welcome her to the neighborhood. Since then, they’d bonded over their shared love of hiking, baking, wine-tastings and pretty much everything else.

      “I know I keep saying this,” Zoya said, chewing, “but I really love the holiday decorations. It’s so cozy. I could stay here all day.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Will you come decorate my shop for me?” Zoya ran the quilt and yarn arts boutique a couple doors down. “I think it needs something else and we’ve got two whole days till New Year’s. Plenty of time.”

      “The fifty Christmas quilts you have hanging on the walls aren’t enough?”

      Zoya sighed. “I don’t know. It looks better here.”

      With a swell of pride and satisfaction, Miranda surveyed her small domain, which was empty now that the morning rush had quieted down. Java Nectar was everything she’d wanted it to be when she moved here to Journey’s End two years ago. Fresh from her nasty divorce after ten years of marriage, she’d poured her heart—and her settlement money—into making her small business a success.

      The location—for her new life and her new career—had been crucial, and she’d chosen carefully after spending time in several towns north of Manhattan. Journey’s End, which was nestled between the Hudson River and Emerald Lake, was quaint but upscale and only about an hour and a half outside the city. As such, it was a favorite destination for people with disposable income and an urge to spend time out of town, and Miranda liked to think that her little coffeehouse was the heart of it all.

      With an indigo awning and matching market-umbrella-covered tables in the warm months, it was midway down the storefronts on DeGroot Avenue, between the antiques shop and the outdoor gear shop. The inside was cheery, with sky blue walls, weathered tables, chairs, benches, and reading areas around the stone hearth, where she kept a roaring fire stoked all through the winter. She normally kept jazz classics playing, but she’d switched to holiday songs promptly on Black Friday.

      Since December was her favorite time of year, especially this year, when her seven-year-old twin boys would be with her rather than her ex in Brooklyn, she’d gone a little overboard with the decorations. There was a fresh Christmas tree, of course, strung with golden beads and glittering white lights and decorated with the painted wooden candy canes the local kids had decorated on her last crafts and coffee day. More white lights—could you ever have too many white lights? —and fresh pine garlands wound their way around the counters and doorframes. Bowls filled with cinnamon-scented pinecones served as table centerpieces. Carved wooden nutcrackers and Santa Clauses lined the stone hearth and mantel, and a large brass menorah had a special place in the front window.

      The overall effect was, Miranda hoped, welcoming and comforting.

      “So did the boys like their quilts?” Zoya asked, snapping her out of her thoughts.

      Miranda had stashed a holiday lap quilt under the tree for each of the boys this year. She’d made them during the December sessions of Zoya’s quilt club.

      “They loved them.” Miranda grinned as she remembered their delight the first time they snuggled down with their gifts to watch a movie on the sofa. “They’ve been dragging them everywhere they go, all around the house. Those poor abused quilts need to be washed already. It’s great.”

      “That’s awesome! When’re they coming back?”

      The twins had spent the weekend in the city with their father. Miranda had spent her alone time wallowing in the peace and quiet, but only for ten-minute increments. Then she’d swung the other way and missed the boys’ nonstop chattering and bickering.

      Yeah, she was a mess.

      “They’re getting back tonight,” she told Zoya. “We’re going to do our usual—watch Toy Story, fall asleep on the sofa, then wake up in time for the ball drop and a glass of sparkling grape juice. We’re big partiers. You know. “

      “Every day is like a day in Vegas at your house—uh-oh.” Zoya suddenly spied something out the window. Trying to hide her growing smile behind her mug as she took another sip of coffee, she tipped her head toward the street. “Here comes your favorite person.”

      Miranda stilled, but her pulse kicked into overdrive. Worse, prickly heat crept over her cheeks until she felt as vividly fluorescent as the night-lights at Yankee Stadium.

      Zoya watched her with narrowed eyes and keen interest, which didn’t help the situation.

      Making a valiant stab at casual indifference, Miranda shrugged, turned her head and glanced out the window in time to see the only pebble in the shoe of her new, post-divorce, single-mom existence here in idyllic Journey’s End:

      A huge black truck, spotlessly clean despite the recent snowfall and resulting sludge in the streets, pulled up to the curb, executed a perfect parallel park, and went quiet. The driver’s side door opened. A man unfolded his tall body from the cab and, unsmiling, headed for Java Nectar.

      Miranda’s breath hitched.

      James Harper had arrived for his morning cup of coffee.
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      “He’s not my favorite person, so I don’t know why you say that every time he shows up. And I don’t hate him, either. I don’t think about him at all, okay?”

      Painfully aware that she was dissolving into a babbling bundle of nerves, Miranda tried to shut up. Zoya continued to watch her, brows raised. Miranda smoothed her hair behind her ear. Zoya waited.

      The babbling resumed.

      “He’s a customer, I serve him coffee, he pays, he leaves, end of story,” Miranda added, now fidgeting in her seat. “And he’s the boys’ troop leader, but that’s it. We had one date months ago. Big deal. Who cares? I’m over it. I am so over it.” She waved a hand. “His loss. He’s still not over his wife’s death, I guess. Whatever.”

      Zoya stopped trying to hide her amused grin. “Whatever. Right. So why is your face all red?”

      Miranda got up and blasted Zoya with a gaze as frigid as she could make it. James was almost to the front door now, his limp barely discernible and his booted feet crunching on the salt-covered sidewalk, and Miranda didn’t have time for this conversation. The last thing she needed was for James to realize they were talking about him.

      “If my face is red, it’s probably because you won’t let it go. I’m sorry I ever told you about the date—”

      “The best first date of your life, you said, if I recall correctly,” Zoya continued, unabashed.

      Wistful memories of that magical night, never very far away, drifted back to Miranda.

      The boys had been with their father the weekend that James finally—finally—asked her out. He’d said they’d do dinner, so she’d dressed in her prettiest LBD and waited for him to pick her up, giddy with anticipation in a way she hadn’t been since her first date with her ex.

      When he’d shown up with arms loaded with groceries, she’d been charmed and intrigued. When he’d made her sit, nibble on cheese and olives and sip red wine—a delightful Malbec she’d never tasted before—while he whipped up the most delicious shrimp linguine a girl could imagine, she’d been mesmerized. When they sat down at her dining room table to eat, she’d been enthralled as they’d talked and laughed and laughed and talked. About books and current events, his big family, which included several brothers, all of whom sounded as interesting as he was, her boys, their mutual hobbies (fishing for him; quilting for her) and their tastes in music (classical for him; hip-hop for her).

      The one thing they hadn’t talked about was how he lost his wife two years ago, around the same time she’d gotten divorced, but that hadn’t bothered her. They’d get to it in time, she figured.

      On that first night, though, it was all about fun and laughter.

      After a three-hour dinner, he’d taken her to a little DeGroot Avenue dessert and wine bar (he didn’t bake), where they’d eaten carrot cake and she’d wondered: a) if it was possible to fall in love with someone in one night; and b) if it was always a bad idea to sleep with someone on the first date.

      Deciding that it was, especially for a divorced single mom living in a small town, she’d happily looked forward to their first kiss at the end of the night.

      Except that he’d gotten progressively quieter and more withdrawn on the ride back to her house and dropped her off at her front door with a peck on the cheek and a shifty-eyed promise to call her.

      He’d called the next day, all right.

      To tell her they had “bad timing.”

      Just like that. After all the fun they’d had the night before and after she’d glowed under the warmth of his gaze the entire time, as though his eyes doubled as some sort of high-powered tanning bed—now, suddenly, they had bad timing.

      Well, whatever.

      Bastard.

      Since then, she’d gamely pretended that it was all the same to her. That he hadn’t tap-danced all over her tender heart with the spiked crampons for ice climbing he sold in his stupid little shop next door.

      Not that she was bitter.

      “Best first date ever?” Miranda managed a carefree laugh, a difficult feat considering she was lying through her teeth. “I’m positive I didn’t say that.”

      “Those were your exact words,” Zoya reminded her. “If I recall correctly. Which I do.”

      “Drop. It.”

      All but snarling now, Miranda turned away from Zoya’s soft laughter and marched back to the counter. She made it just as the front door swung open with a jingle of sleigh bells and a sharp gust of wind.

      And there he was, striding into her coffeehouse with that quiet confidence—James Harper, the most appealing guy she’d met in years.

      Otherwise known as the guy who wanted nothing to do with her.

      After holding the door open to admit his sidekick, a forty-pound, blue-eyed husky named Frank (for Sinatra), he paused at Zoya’s table. This gave Miranda a second to arrange her features into an expression that was welcoming but otherwise disinterested.

      And to stare at him, of course.

      As always, he looked as though he’d been ripped from the pages of the latest L.L. Bean or Land’s End catalogue, with his well-worn jeans, a black long-sleeved knit shirt, and one of those plaid, fleece-lined flannel shirts on top. Today’s plaid? Black Watch. Despite the weather—and today it was a sinus-clearing nineteen degrees Fahrenheit in the sun, if you could find any sun—Miranda had never seen him in a true winter coat. He either had a layer of walrus blubber miraculously hidden beneath his broad-shouldered, hard-edged body, or else he was impervious to cold, unlike the rest of the normal folks around town.

      She was betting on the latter.

      As the owner of Open Sky Outfitters next door—the must-stop shop for hikers, hunters, skiers, campers, dog-mushers, birders, fishers, and anyone else who had a thing for communing with insects, cooking over a fire and/or breathing copious amounts of fresh air while engaged in an enterprise that was uncomfortable in one way or another—he looked like he’d been sent over straight from central casting. Miranda doubted there was any manly activity he couldn’t handle with ridiculous ease. Fell a hundred-year oak with a chainsaw? No problem. Build a log cabin by lunchtime? Make a gourmet meal from dragonflies and toadstools? Catch a trout with his bare hands?

      Check, check and check.

      It probably had something to do with a surplus of testosterone. He was drenched in it. Like Achilles, who’d been held by his heel and dipped into the River Styx so he’d become invulnerable. James here had probably been soaked in a vat of testosterone to make him irresistible to women.

      Right now, for example, Zoya was simpering.

      “Hey, Zoya,” he said in that deep murmur of his. “You staying warm today?”

      Zoya grinned and ran a hand through her hair, tossing it over her shoulder. “I’m working on it.”

      Since no one was looking at her, Miranda figured it was safe to roll her eyes.

      Frank, tags jingling, started to trot over to say hello to Zoya, but froze when James frowned down at him. “Did you wipe your paws, man? Go wipe your paws.” He snapped his fingers and pointed to the mat just inside the door. “Go.”

      Frank, muttering, dropped his head, went back to the mat, and wiped his four paws.

      “Got some news from California,” James told Zoya.

      Zoya stiffened, her smile sliding off her face. She shrugged, making a valiant stab at looking nonchalant. “Oh?”

      “Daniel’s moving back,” James said.

      “Oh,” Zoya said faintly, color rising over her cheeks. Then she abruptly stood and grabbed her coat, abandoning her coffee. “Well. I’d better get back to the shop. I’ll see you two later.”

      “But—” Miranda began.

      “I’ll call you later,” Zoya told her. “Bye.”

      With that, she hurried out.

      Miranda picked her bottom jaw off the floor and looked to James, whose expression was grim as he approached the counter. “What the heck was that all about?”

      “She and my brother have a, ah, history. I thought I should give her a heads-up.”

      Miranda frowned, disgruntled. She hated being out of the loop. “She’s never mentioned it. I’ll have to punish her severely when I get the chance.”

      Dimples bracketed his mouth, although his smile never quite took hold. It never did with her. “Have at it. So. Morning.”

      As always, he gave her a crisp, impersonal nod.

      “Morning,” Miranda replied.

      Their gazes connected and held. Predictably, any other thoughts she had, including curiosity about Zoya and Daniel, flew right out of her head.

      That was what being close to James did to her.

      For the billionth time, Miranda wondered why he had such a powerful effect on her. He was sexy, yeah, but so what? Lots of men were sexy, including a couple guys she’d briefly dated in the city right after the divorce, but they blew it the second they opened their mouths and actually said something—often something ill informed or narcissistic. Maybe that was the issue. With the notable exception of the night of their date, James never spoke two words when one would do, and he never spoke when silence was an option. He’d’ve been a good choice to teach, say, Gary Cooper or John Wayne something about strong and silent.

      So, yeah, she’d probably hate him if he ever opened up and started talking to her again.

      Plus, he wasn’t even handsome—not in any traditional sense. He was  ...striking. Arresting. His sleek brown hair, which never received much attention from a brush, invariably curled around his ears, nape and forehead. His straight nose had a ridge in it, and one of his thick brows was always higher than the other, giving him a perpetual look of skepticism. His cheeks were too severe, and his full lips didn’t do much smiling, at least when she was around.

      His eyes . . .

      “Did you save any coffee for me?” he asked.

      See? There he went again. Looking at her. With those gleaming brown eyes that revealed little and seemed to hide everything.

      Yeah. It was the eyes that got to her.

      “I think I can scrounge something up,” she said, turning to the machine.

      “Thanks.”

      This was where things got awkward. When she poured for other customers, it was easy to lapse into banter about kids, the weather or the Jets. But James didn’t talk much, especially to her, and she was determined not to be chatty with him—“Our timing is bad,” he’d told her; oh, please—so that didn’t leave much middle ground for small talk.

      She always had a thrill of awareness between her shoulder blades, as though he was staring at her.

      Except that when she pivoted back around with his to-go cup, he was checking his smart phone.

      “Here you go,” she said. “Coffee. Large. Black. Hot.”

      He glanced up, nodding his thanks. And then, to her utter astonishment, he said something  ...more.

      “I’m afraid you’ll slip me something with whipped cream in it one of these days.”

      That unlikely image got a snort out of her, but she wrestled it into submission before it became a laugh.

      “You? No way.”

      He almost smiled.

      Flustered, she passed the cup across the counter to him.

      Their fingers brushed.

      The brief contact shouldn’t have been that electrifying. It shouldn’t have made sparks of heat shoot up her arm. She shouldn’t have jerked her hand away under the pretense of straightening her ponytail.

      “So,” she said, now running her hand over the top of her head. “Anything else?”

      “Yeah.” He hesitated. Something flickered in his expression, disappearing before she could analyze it. “How about  ...one of those.”

      He pointed to a brownie, the first he’d ever requested even though he came for his morning coffee every weekday morning.

      Her jaw dropped, and she spoke before she could stop herself. “You don’t eat brownies.”

      “You didn’t know I eat brownies. There’s a difference.”

      On that enigmatic note, he reached for his wallet and handed her the money. She took it, making sure there was no skin-to-skin contact this time. He didn’t immediately turn to go, and she felt the weight of his gaze on the top of her head as she grabbed his brownie, which meant that another awkward moment was in the making.

      Luckily, Frank saved her. He trotted over to the edge of the counter, sat back on his haunches facing Miranda, and raised a paw to shake. Frank considered this an ironclad deal: if she shook, she owed him a treat.

      She shook. “Hi, Frankie. How’s the good boy? Huh? How’s the good boy?”

      Frank leaned his head back and did a husky ooo-ooh sound, reminding her that he wasn’t that far removed from his wolf cousins. Laughing, she took a treat from the dog jar she kept for such occasions (she made a mean biscuit, with oats, honey and peanut butter) and tossed it to him. He caught it with a quick snap of his jaws and gulped it down with barely a crunch, his tail wagging happily.

      “He’s such a good boy. Yes, he is.” The smile was still lingering on her face when she raised her gaze and discovered James looking at her. Really looking in a way that no one else ever did. Focused. Intent. Unwavering.

      Her thoughts scattered like the snowflakes beginning to drift outside.

      “I hate to sound like a broken record, but Frank’s a, uh, great dog.”

      “Thanks.” Blinking and pointing his thumb over his shoulder, James reeled in whatever he’d been thinking and locked it safely away. He took a step or two toward the door, Frank trotting after him. “Gotta open the store.”

      “Bye,” she said.

      He paused long enough to look back over his shoulder. “You should close up early. Snow’s coming.”

      That didn’t jibe with what the forecaster had said this morning. She glanced out the window, where a couple of wimpy flakes were trying to fall.

      “What, that? It’s nothing.”

      He tapped his left thigh. “The leg never lies.”

      Curiosity got the best of her. The story behind his limp was a topic of endless speculation around town, especially with her boys and the others in his scout group. The latest outlandish rumor? He’d been bitten by a shark while scuba diving in Australia.

      “How did you hurt your leg?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t tell you that.” Those dimples grooved down his cheeks again, softening his harsh features and framing his perfect mouth.

      “Just so you know? I plan to keep asking until I wear you down.”

      He cocked one of his heavy brows. “If anyone can wear me down, it’d be you.”

      The husky note in his voice sent a shiver rippling down her spine as she watched him leave, the door swinging shut behind him.
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      Stubborn woman.

      James crunched through snow that was at least four to six inches deep on the way to his truck. Thank God he’d worn his heavy boots; he’d just had that feeling.

      It was now three-thirty, and the shops all up and down DeGroot Avenue were quiet and deserted. Everyone with any sense had looked up, seen the promise of a wintry mess written in the slate gray sky and clouds, ignored the weather forecast and gone home to batten down the hatches by now.

      With one notable exception.

      The lights were still on in Java Nectar, and the cheery sign was still flipped to the OPEN side. Open. Right. Like there was anyone within a ten-block radius who’d be looking for coffee when they’d all be buried in snowdrifts come dusk.

      He looked to Frank for his opinion. The husky, probably the only living soul in Journey’s End that was delighted to be deluged with a blinding assortment of cotton-ball-sized snowflakes, was rolling around on his back, making canine angels in the pristine white layer on the sidewalk. His thick black and white fur was caked with icy deposits, not that that mattered when you were bred to run in the Alaskan tundra, and he seemed determined to eat as much snow as possible.

      James had never seen the dumb dog look happier.

      “Frank,” he said. “Focus.”

      With a grunt, Frank scurried to his feet, gave himself a vigorous shake, sat back on his haunches, and looked up at James, ears cocked.

      “She’s still here.” James pointed to the coffeehouse.

      Frank, following the path of James’s finger, whined.

      “Look.” James smacked the hood of Miranda’s car in front of his truck. It was a beleaguered Saturn sedan that had already, he was guessing, seen ten winters, maybe more. “Can you believe this?”

      Frank barked, a clear I can’t freaking believe it either.

      “Let’s go.”

      With Frank trotting behind, snuffling snow for as long as possible, they walked through the glass door with its cheerful bell, into the warmth of Java Nectar and Miranda’s presence.

      It was neat and deserted, and the only movement came from the crackling fire. No sign of anyone.

      James hesitated, looking around as he wiped his feet and made sure Frank wiped his paws. Miranda had enough to do, raising two rambunctious boys alone and running a small business full-time, without them tracking in a snowy mess for her to clean up.

      “Miranda?”

      There was a sniffling sound, and then she emerged from one of the tall wingback chairs in front of the hearth. Judging by her wide-eyed surprise, she hadn’t heard the bells’ jingle when he came in, which was weird. Hastily smoothing her apron, she dabbed a tissue at her nose with one hand and kept something clutched in the other.

      “Hi,” she said, clearing her throat. “Sorry. Did you want some coffee to go?”

      “No.” Arrested and dismayed by this display of vulnerability from Miranda, who was, other than his mother, the strongest woman he knew, he floundered. “What’re you, ah, still doing here?” He cleared his throat, trying to get a handle on the growing tightness in his chest.  “Have you looked outside? You need to go home. While you still can.”

      Blinking, she looked to the picture window and registered the blinding winter wonderland. “Oh.” Raising the tissue again, she ducked her head and took a quick swipe at her eyes. “Yeah. You’re probably right.”

      “Probably?”

      “As soon as I clean up and pick up a couple groceries, I’ll head out.”

      He watched her with growing unease. “The place is clean. I’m betting you already have enough groceries for a couple days. You need to bank the fire and go home. Now.”

      “I’ll be fine,” she said, reaching down to scratch Frank’s ears when he ambled over and sat at her feet.

      Yeah, okay. James scrubbed a hand over his head, running through his options and making a decision. He couldn’t ignore the obvious any longer, even if it meant embarrassing her. He could do a lot of things, but walking away when this woman had tears sparkling in her big baby browns apparently wasn’t one of them.

      That, in a nutshell, was the problem with Miranda:

      She got to him.

      It wasn’t enough that she had the kick-ass body of some bombshell actress, with wide hips, a tight butt and, best of all, overflowing breasts that refused to be fully restrained behind a blouse, sweater, apron, or whatever she was wearing at any given time. It wasn’t enough that her face was shaped like a perfect heart, with a perky nose, pointy chin, and the kind of pouty berry mouth that immediately made a man lapse into X-rated fantasies. It wasn’t enough that her dimpled white smile spread joy in every direction or that her brown eyes held the blinding warmth of the noonday Sahara sun.

      No.

      There was something else about her, and he felt it as a slow curl of need deep in his chest and his belly every time he saw her, and always had.

      She  ...got to him.

      Whether he was ready for it or not—and he was decidedly not—she just did.

      “Miranda.” He paused to clear his voice, which had unexpectedly lapsed into the hoarse range. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s nothing,” she began automatically squaring her shoulders with the unyielding strength that ran through her like veins or tendons.

      “Miranda.” He couldn’t help it. Maybe she’d knock his head off for him, but he had to touch her. He’d done the right thing and kept his hands to himself since that peck at the end of their first and only date, and for that he deserved some sort of medal of honor, but he was fresh out of noble right now. Some urges were too strong to resist. Maybe it was that tiny dose of her skin that he’d felt earlier when their hands brushed, making him greedy. Whatever. He had to. Reaching out, he stroked the fine satin warmth of her cheek and cupped her chin. “Tell me.”

      To his intense pleasure, she didn’t shriek, slap him or run away. She looked up at him with those teary almond eyes and he felt the undeniable rise of some primal protective instinct. It commandeered his body, possessing him. Honest to God, if she said she needed some powdered unicorn horn to brew in her coffee, he’d run out and try to find some for her.

      “It’s no big deal. I know I’m overreacting.” She shrugged and held up the thing she’d been holding in her tissue-free hand. It was a phone. “My ex just texted me. They’re stranded in the city. Everyone’s socked in. So the boys won’t be able to get here in time for New Year’s Eve. That’s all.”

      “Oh.”

      “I’ve never spent a New Year’s away from them. Since they were born.”

      “Oh.”

      “We have a whole New Year’s Eve routine. And the holidays are kind of a big deal to me.”

      He swept the room with his peripheral vision, noticing, for the millionth time, the tree and the lights, the endless decorations, the iced gingerbread slices in the display case and the spiced eggnog mentioned on the chalkboard, among other things. Really, the place looked like an annex to Santa’s North Pole installation. If this was what she did with her store, he could just imagine how she’d tricked out her house for her boys and how much she must miss them.

      Somewhere in the center of his chest, a knot tightened.

      “But I’ll be okay,” Miranda said, hanging on to her game face.

      She shrugged again, stepping back and away from his hand, which hadn’t had nearly enough of the feel of her skin. Something in her expression flickered out and slammed the gate shut against him, banishing him to one of the nastier circles of hell when he’d just had a fleeting glimpse of heaven.

      He didn’t like being exiled from her good graces.

      Hated it, in fact.

      “And you probably shouldn’t touch me,” she added, her voice now laced with frost. “Since we’ve got bad timing and all.”

      James winced and managed to stifle the curse on the tip of his tongue. Hamstrung and fuming with silent frustration, he tried to figure out what to do now. Except that solutions seemed to be in short supply today.

      So  ...okay. He’d had that little dig coming, and he couldn’t blame her for throwing his long-ago words back in his stupid face. But just because he’d made that bed of thorns didn’t mean he was willing to lie in it for the rest of his lonely life.

      And he was fast reaching the point where his yearning for Miranda outweighed any other considerations, like the looming but shapeless fears that kept him in a stranglehold most of the time.

      There were even moments—like now—when he wondered if all his avoidance tactics these last several months had been for nothing.

      If maybe his feelings for Miranda had already streaked well beyond the point of no return.

      If maybe he’d known by the end of their only date, if not within five minutes of meeting her, that his existence had been irrevocably sliced into two parts:

      Before Miranda entered his life and after Miranda entered his life.

      Scrubbing a hand over his nape, he tried to put a lid on his churning emotions and focus on his immediate issue, which was getting her home safely.

      “Miranda—” he began.

      “You’d better go too, right?” Regaining her usual crisp detachment, she headed to the fireplace, picked up the poker and moved the screen out of her way. “Thanks for your concern. Drive safe. Bye.”

      Lord, she was making him crazy. “I’ll get the fire.”

      “I’ve got it.”

      “I’ll drive you home, then. You’re up the hill from me—”

      “My car’s right out front.”

      “With no four-wheel drive!”

      She’d been poking at the fire, but now she paused long enough to give him a quizzical look over her shoulder, probably because she’d never seen him irritated before. He was a regular genius at keeping his real feelings under wraps. Yes, sir, someone really should give him an award for his stellar acting skills.

      “The Saturn and I have been through worse than this together.”

      “You’ll never make it up the hill, Miranda.”

      She stared at him, her expression maddeningly unreadable.

      “I’ll manage.”

      Was she for real right now, or was this the punishment he’d earned by pushing her away after their date? If so, he’d rather take a good whipping and be done with it. It’d be less painful.

      “Why are you so determined to handle every damn thing by yourself?” he barked.

      Finished with the fire now, she turned her cool gaze on him, which was like being hit between the eyes with a staple gun, and hiked up her chin.

      “Why are you acting like you care?”

      He hesitated, his useless mouth opening and closing, trapped behind his emotional paralysis even as his brain screamed at him.

      You do care! Tell her you do care, you moron! This is your chance!

      Miranda hit him with a tight, humorless smile.

      “That’s what I thought,” she said, turning her back on him and heading into the kitchen.
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      Two hours later, Miranda was ready to entertain the slight possibility that James might have been right about her being unable to get up the hill in her four-wheel-drive-less car.

      In point of fact, she’d barely been able to make it to the base of the hill, and look how long that had taken her.

      She was at the base of the hill, right?

      At the moment, it was impossible to tell.

      Inside the car, all was cozy and warm, with the heat blasting and The Three Tenors singing their hearts out on all her favorite Christmas songs. Outside the car? The view was pretty much what she’d see if she tried to drive to the Matterhorn’s summit.

      Darkness pressed in on all sides, threatening to crush her little car. A narrow glow of illumination from her headlights lit about, oh, one inch of the deserted road ahead of her, and even that was hard to see with the baseball-sized flakes of silvery snow swirling in every direction.

      Much as she hated to admit it, she was starting to get a little scared.

      When she set out from town, there’d been a set of tire tracks leading north, toward her house, and she’d followed them for as long as she could. Now they were gone, either covered by snow or abruptly ended as that car drove off the side of the hill and into oblivion.

      Which was, let’s face it, where she was headed.

      Maybe it was time to reevaluate her options, she thought as the car crept along at five miles an hour, her poor overworked tires spinning as they tried to gain traction.

      Option one: turn around and go back to town, where she could spend the night in the shop. Not enticing. For one, she wasn’t at all sure she could reverse the car on this narrow stretch of road, nor was she exactly sure how far it was back to town.

      Option two: keep going and try to make it up the hill.

      Ahahahahahahahahaha!

      Option three: get out, abandon the car for tonight, and walk home. But that was assuming she’d be able to follow the road on foot better than she could from the car.

      Taking her eyes off the road for a second, she eyeballed the cute little ankle boots she’d foolishly worn this morning. And where were her winter-in-upstate-New York boots? Why, they were in her bathtub at home, where, this very morning, she’d sprayed them with a sealant to keep the snow out.

      Ahahahahahahahahaha!

      So she should probably amend that last option: attempt to walk home, lose sight of the road, get lost, suffer immediate frostbite and die out here in the elements, frozen like Cro-Magnon man inside some Swedish glacier.

      Yeah. Not pretty.

      Maybe the smartest option was number four: park by the side of the road, assuming she was still on the road, and wait it out until morning. She had a full tank of gas, luckily, and she didn’t think—oh, God, what was that?

      A doe, appearing out of nowhere and trailed by a couple of fawns, darted in front of the car.

      Instinct took over, making Miranda yank the wheel and swerve before she thought better of it.

      Big mistake.

      The tires gave up their tenuous grip on the pavement. The car slid to the right, where the side of the road was rushing to meet her. Panic exploded inside her. She tapped the brake, careful not to stomp it and make matters worse, but it was way too late for remedial measures.

      The car careened straight down into a ditch, a process that lasted ten slow-motion years. She screeched for her life. The seatbelt tightened, cutting across her torso and keeping her from ricocheting around the car’s interior like a ping-pong ball. Even so, her head and back slammed against the seat, hard enough to make her see stars. Her jaw shut with a snap, stifling her endless scream and filling her mouth with the coppery tang of blood.

      Then it was over. The car lurched to an abrupt halt with the entire passenger side buried in a snow bank the size of a small Caribbean Island.

      A sudden quiet fell, except for the distant strains of The Three Tenors coming from the speakers. Whimpering, Miranda slumped back and performed a quick mental body scan—head, abdomen, arms, legs—to see if she was injured. She wasn’t, thank God. Relieved, she caught her breath, found a tissue for her bloody lip and surveyed her new reality.

      This led to one inescapable conclusion:

      She was royally screwed.

      So it was option four for her, then: spend the night in the car.

      Though she was foolish enough to leave the house without her winter boots, she did have enough common sense to travel with some basic winter supplies. What was inside the trunk? Think, girl. She scrunched up her face and tried to clear her mind. To remember. There were  ...water bottles. A blanket. A sleeping bag. The few groceries she’d picked up before she left town, which included milk, peanut butter, bread and granola bars.

      She should probably get them.

      Opening her door to the merciless wind, she decided to rip the bandage off all at once. She plunged her feet into the snow without giving herself time for second thoughts. The snow immediately soaked her jeans and went straight inside her ankle boots, right to her feet. The icy wetness felt like millions of needles stabbing through her skin and embedding themselves in her bones, making her gasp with stinging pain. Cold inched its way inside her body all the way down to the cellular level, quickly making her limbs clumsy and sluggish.

      Fear tightened around her in a suffocating grip.

      This was a bad situation. She needed to hurry.

      Ten minutes of this exposure—maybe even five—and she’d be dead. Which would leave the boys orphaned and at the mercy of her ex and the size zero, barely legal model wannabe he’d left Miranda for, a woman so self-absorbed it would probably be a good year or more before she realized that the children were now living with them full-time.

      Galvanized by this horrifying thought, Miranda took another step, then another, ignoring the snow’s relentless tug on her feet as she made her way to the trunk.

      Almost there. Just a few more steps. You can do it, girl.

      On the next step, she planted her left foot on a slippery spot. Her ankle twisted. Her foot skidded out from under her.

      The world upended.

      She landed on her butt with enough force to shake her brain loose from her skull. Momentum sent her sliding down the hill and toward a dark bottom she couldn’t see. Yelping with pain and fear, she flung her arms wide, trying desperately to grab on to tree roots or anything that could slow her down. Only there was nothing and the hill went on forever.

      Until she slammed, feet first, into a snowdrift, and stopped dead. The world around her kept moving, swirling in a silvery collage of blowing snow, looming pine trees and sky.

      She gave her head a hard shake, sending snow flying off her hat. Some of her disorientation cleared.

      Okay. That was better. Now get moving, Miranda.

      Easier said than done. She was lying on a slope, buried from feet to torso in an unyielding snowdrift. There were large parts of her body she couldn’t even feel. Bracing her palms on the ground, she tried to heave herself up. Pain radiated through her, with no real central point.

      Panic was right behind it.

      She ruthlessly beat it back because that was the only choice she had.

      Her life was in her own hands now. There was no one else. If she panicked, she died. Simple.

      Working on getting air into her lungs with short gasps, she ignored her chattering teeth, shivering body and the dull thudding pain that settled in an ankle that might be broken.

      First priority? Get out of the snow. Levering her elbows on the ground behind her, she tried to pull herself out of the drift. Her body didn’t move so much as an inch. Grunting and putting more effort into it, she heaved and scooted a little on her butt, using her good leg as much as she could. This time, she eased some of her upper body out of the snow, freeing her torso down to her belly button.

      She laughed with giddy relief.

      Good girl, Miranda. Do that again.

      She did, managing another scoot.

      She even managed a third.

      But by her fourth try, her shaking arms had had enough and gave out. She collapsed and, yelping, hit her head on the ground. Not enough to hurt too much—just enough to cover her hat with a fresh layer of snow. Heaving herself up on her elbows again, she dragged her body backward until only her feet remained buried in the drift. At that point, she was able to flip over and crawl, military style, back up the hill, using only her arms and one good leg.

      It wasn’t pretty, but no one was grading her on form. Only survival mattered now.

      Blocking out the cold-induced pain that now radiated along every nerve ending in her body, she focused on finding a rhythm.

      Left arm  ...right leg  ...heave.

      Right arm  ...left leg  ...wince  ...try to heave  ...try harder to heave . . .After a few minutes—or maybe it was an hour—a soothing wave of calm hit her. This wasn’t so hard! Why was she so scared for no real reason? She wasn’t up the hill yet, or even halfway up, true, but the pain had disappeared. Even her ankle didn’t feel bad any more, although she couldn’t seem to shake the shakes. Ha! Even in a crisis, she kept her sense of humor.

      But this wasn’t really a crisis, was it?

      No.

      It wasn’t even a problem.

      A blissful emptiness filled her up, the kind of feeling that told her everything would be okay. There was nothing to worry about. Nothing! She laughed, and the joyous sound made her laugh again, harder. What had she been so worried about? A little snow? The dark?  How silly was that?

      More laughter.

      The thing was, though, she was getting a little tired. Sluggish, really. And warm. How strange was that? Too warm on a snowy night. But that was what happened when you shoveled snow, wasn’t it? You’d start to sweat inside your woolly hat.

      Maybe that was the problem.

      She’d take off her hat.

      With great effort, she raised her heavy arm and swiped the thing off.

      The wind found her immediately, whipping through her hair and penetrating her scalp.

      There. That was better. Lighter. Cooler.

      And if she felt better with no hat, imagine how much better she’d feel with no coat!

      Yes. That was it.

      She didn’t need a coat at all.

      Working her gloves off with her teeth, she let them fall and went to work on her zipper. Several fumbling attempts later, she tugged it open down to her hips, where it jammed. But guess what? It didn’t matter because nothing mattered except the sweet euphoria spreading through her soul. And she could ease the jacket down so her shoulders were exposed and—

      There. That was so much better.

      So  ...much  ...better.

      But, God, she was tired now  ...so tired  ...and the hill kept growing on her. Every time she blinked, it got bigger. Way too big to climb when she was  ...so tired.

      A rest, she decided. That was what she needed.

      A quick break.

      She lowered her head to the ground and sagged with the sheer relief of letting go and resting. Just for a second, of course, because she wasn’t comfortable with her face in the snow and her arms tangled in her coat sleeves. And falling asleep out here would be  ...bad.

      Yes  ...bad. Wouldn’t it?

      No sleep, Miranda. Just a rest.

      A short rest.

      And if it was only a short rest, she could relax. Just a little. Just for a second.

      She stared at the falling snow, blinking back the ornate flakes—fat balls of cotton and lace—when they fell onto her face.

      This wintry night was amazingly beautiful. She could watch the swirling snow for hours.

      If only she weren’t so tired.

      Off in the distance, a golden shaft of light appeared against the night’s silvery glow.

      A bright, beautiful light.

      It was the last thing she saw before she closed her eyes and went to sleep.
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      “Miranda.”

      Miranda stirred, wishing she knew what that annoying and persistent noise was so she could make it stop. Her brain was wonderfully fuzzy, and it’d be nice to keep it that way for a while.

      “Miranda,” came that angry male voice again. “Wake up. Right now. I’m not playing with you.”

      Somewhere nearby, a dog whined.

      Hang on. She knew that whine. Come to think of it, the male voice was familiar, too.

      “Frank?” she murmured, her heavy head lolling. Her limbs, meanwhile, were dead weights dangling from her body. “Is that you?”

      “What about me?” The male voice was wry now. “I’m the one doing all the heavy lifting here.”

      Miranda slammed back into wakefulness all at once. Opening her eyes, she tried to focus on the unfolding scene.

      She blinked, rubbing her forehead.

      Recent memories flooded her muddled brain:

      Frank, darting out of nowhere and licking her face;

      That inexplicable golden light coalescing into the powerful beam from James’s lantern;

      James, wild-eyed, as he charged down the hill and knelt at her side;

      His stark expression when he covered her with a scratchy blanket as he spoke, his voice low and soothing, in her ear;

      His face changing—becoming hard and intent as he hauled her up into his unyielding arms;

      James carrying her as he made his painstaking way back up the hill;

      James settling her in the passenger side of his truck and making sure her belt was buckled for the drive . . .

      Here. His house, probably.

      The scene came into sharp focus. She was in his arms again. He was carrying her through a living room even though she weighed roughly as much as a baby hippo. Even though he had a bad leg.

      “J-James.” Her frozen lips were clumsy. Almost useless.

      “Yeah.”

      “P-put me d-d-down.” As if she didn’t have enough trouble communicating right now, her teeth were chattering and threatening to sever the tip of her tongue. “I c-can walk.”

      “Sure you can.”

      She tipped her head back and got an up-close look at his stony expression. He didn’t look like he was in the mood to field dissenting opinions. Still, she tried.

      “I can w-walk,” she insisted. “Your leg—”

      “Is fine. Your legs, on the other hand, are shaking. If I put you down, you’ll fall flat on your face.”

      He was probably right. The icy pain was back, spiking out of her bones and through her skin. Her entire body was shaking like one of those old-fashioned round alarm clocks with the bells on top. Since she had no other options, she decided to cling to the solid warmth of his neck, rest her head against his chest and enjoy the ride.

      It was over way too soon.

      After another couple of steps, he swung her around and lowered her to a weathered leather sofa in front of a crackling fire. Frank paced back and forth around his feet, oo-oo-ooing like a fretful uncle.

      “Frank.” James snapped his fingers and pointed to a dog cushion by the fire. “Sit. Calm yourself.”

      Frank lowered his head and slunk off to his pillow, where he sat on his haunches but kept his ears perked in case they needed him.

      “Th-this is your h-house?” she asked James, sighing with gratitude as she started to lie down and stretch out.

      A crisp nod before he put a hand to the small of her back and kept her upright. “No, you don’t. No sleep for you yet.”

      This unwelcome news nearly made her cry.

      “Tired,” she complained, lids flickering as she rested her head against the sofa’s back. “Cold.”

      James looked back and forth between her and the hallway. “I need to get you a drink. I’ll be right back. Stay awake. You got me?”

      “Mmm.”

      “Shit,” he muttered, hurrying off.

      She curled into the fetal position, settling in and trying to get warm.

      “Miranda.” He was back already. The sudden sharpness in his voice snapped her to attention, as did the effortless way he grabbed her arms and yanked them to straighten out her body. Then he reached beneath the blanket, stripped off her wet coat, swept her sweater over her head and dropped to his knees in front of her and went to work on her booties. “Don’t make me have to slap your face.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      His glittering gaze flickered up to meet hers. His lips thinned as he gave her a glare hard enough to cut diamonds into dust.

      “You don’t want to test me now, Miranda,” he murmured. “I’m on a short fuse. Real short.”

      The combination of the raw and uncivilized glint in his eyes and the rough edge to his voice shut her up.

      “Drink this.”

      She accepted the steaming mug he handed her and took a big swallow. Whoa. Powerful stuff. Hot toddy liberally laced with Scotch. Nice. She drank again, deeper. The liquid trailed fire down to her belly.

      Satisfied with her silent compliance, James turned back to her feet.

      Wrapping the blanket tighter around her shoulders, Miranda focused on warming up so she could stop shaking.

      He worked quietly and efficiently, untying her laces.

      “Thank you,” she said, wrapping her fingers around the mug and absorbing its heat.

      Keeping his head bent, he didn’t answer.

      Had he heard her? “James—”

      His head came up and his features twisted into a snarl of bared teeth and flashing eyes. If Picasso had painted a gargoyle, it would surely look like this disjointed and enraged version of James.

      “What the hell were you doing?” he roared. She shrank back, inside her skin, and resisted the urge to yank the blanket over her head and hide. “What if I hadn’t been looking for you? What if Frank hadn’t sniffed you out for me? You’d be dead right now! Do you get that? Dead! And what would I do then—”

      “Y-you’d probably start g-getting your coffee from Starbucks and forget I ever existed!” she snapped, freezing, shaking and undone by this inexplicable display of anger from the guy who never said more than two words to her when he could help it. “That’s what y-you’d do then!”

      “You don’t get it, do you?”

      “If by it you mean you, then n-no, I don’t get it!”

      “I don’t want anything to happen to you, Miranda.” Choked, he broke off, swiped his nose with the back of one hand and focused on her boots. “I don’t want anything to happen. To you.”

      She stilled.

      He looked up, pinning her with his turbulent gaze until a light bulb went off over her muddled head.

      “James,” she said helplessly. Sudden emotion made her throat tight and her voice raspy.

      Bright color washed over his cheeks and he turned away, holding up a hand to stop her before she went any further. And even though she had no idea what she’d been about to say, she felt frustrated. Hamstrung.

      “Forget it,” he said. “We need to get you warmed up.”

      In the ringing silence, she wrapped the blanket more tightly around her shoulders and tried to make her churning thoughts behave and maybe even form a coherent sentence. But she was frazzled and exhausted, and her frantic pulse rate had nothing to do with her near-death experience and everything to do with the man kneeling in front of her.

      With his face resolutely lowered so she couldn’t see his eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” she told him, because what else was there to say when he was right and she was an idiot? “I should have listened to you—”

      “You’re damn straight you should have listened to me.” His voice was calmer now even though he was yanking on her laces as he loosened them, breaking one of them in the process. Cursing, he tossed the frayed end to the floor.

      “I can do that,” she said. “I can take off my own boots—”

      “No, Miranda, you can’t.” He hard gaze flicked back up to her. “You’re the strongest woman I know, but you can’t do every freaking thing by yourself. Isn’t that what I told you earlier? Your feet are probably frostbitten, and I need to be careful so I don’t damage your toes, because there’s no way in hell I could get you to a hospital tonight.”

      Only one part of his speech registered. “The strongest woman you know?” she echoed faintly.

      He ignored that. “Give me your hands,” he ordered.

      “My hands?”

      Without further explanation, he reached out, took her mug and set it on the table, and took both of her frigid hands in his. Her breath hitched and stuttered as an infusion of heat coursed from his body to hers. Being near him—inhaling the same air—had always had this effect on her, physically and emotionally. It was like wrapping herself around a lightning strike and savoring the charge even while she feared the burn. She stared at him, fighting the hunger. His hands were warm and strong, with blunt-tipped fingers and neat nails. They encased hers with an exquisite gentleness that bordered on reverence. Taking all the time in the world, he examined her aching fingertips, one by one, checking for frostbite.

      And her body responded.

      Agonized by her urgent desire to twine her fingers with his, to stroke his palms, to run her hands through the rumpled brown curls on the top of his head, she submitted to his care. When he was finished, he kept her hands between his, lightly running his thumbs over her knuckles.

      “No frostbite.” He looked up into her face, his eyes bright and his expression maddeningly unreadable.

      “Thank God.”

      He stared at her. There were striations in his brown eyes, she realized, flecks of black and gold that reflected the fireplace’s crackling flames at her.

      He opened his mouth. Hesitated, his gaze dipping to her lips.

      “I’m not going to rub your hands.” He cleared his hoarse throat. “Rubbing’s bad. Don’t want to damage the skin.”

      She swallowed. Nodded. “Right.”

      Blinking, he lowered his head again. “Right. Time for the boots. It may hurt.”

      Taking a deep breath, she shored up her courage. “Okay.”

      It did hurt. She winced, biting back the stinging pain as he eased the first boot off. God, it hurt. Her face twisted involuntarily, scrunching her eyes closed. She ducked her head and bit her lip, hoping he couldn’t see how much it cost her to sit quietly when every nerve ending in her body violently protested this whole rewarming process.

      “You okay?” he asked sharply.

      “Yep.” She kept her voice upbeat.

      “Liar.”

      The affectionate tone made her look at him. He’d moved on to the other boot now, but his lips had curled into a sexy half-smile that did wonders for her body temperature.

      And that was before his gaze met hers again.

      Like magic, the pain receded.

      “Socks now.” His grin deepened. “So if your feet are ashy and scratchy, let me know.”

      Her sudden burst of laughter caught her by surprise, and the pain receded a little more.

      “I just had a pedicure, for your information.”

      “Color?”

      “Blue,” she said tartly, trying to look stern even as a renewed wave of shivering hit her.

      “I like blue.” He peeled off the first soaked sock, cradling her stiff red foot in his gentle hands. A careful examination followed, with him checking the tip of each toe. None of them, she was relieved to see, looked white, blue or black, which meant—

      “No frostbite,” he announced with grim satisfaction after he finished with her second foot and an ankle check. Her ankle was bruised and swollen, but she could rotate it, so they decided it wasn’t broken. “Let’s get you in some dry clothes and wrap that ankle. Then supper.”

      The promise of food made her belly rumble. A near-death experience, it turned out, did not kill or even diminish her appetite. She should’ve known. Nor did it weaken her acute sense of smell, which could probably rival Frank’s and was always on the hunt for something good to eat. Now that she was thawing out, she noticed that something delicious and homemade, with butter, onions and garlic, was cooking somewhere in James’s kitchen.

      “What’s cooking?”

      “Chili. Garlic bread.”

      Her mouth, predictably, began to water. “Are you sharing?”

      His lips twitched. “I didn’t save you from the storm just to starve you to death. I plan to see the project through.”

      “God bless you,” she said fervently.

      He chuckled, a sound she hadn’t heard nearly enough from him, and nerve endings prickled from the soles of her feet all the way up through the roots of her hair. Her face, meanwhile, burned white-hot. Alarmed by the vehemence of her reactions to him and reminding herself to focus, she scooted to the edge of the sofa and planted her feet on the floor. The pain in her ankle flared, but it was nothing she couldn’t handle.

      “Can I take a shower?”

      He cocked his head, considering. “That should be fine. As long as you don’t make the water too hot. I don’t want your body to go into shock.”

      “Great. Which way to the bathroom?” she asked, clutching the blanket with her shaky hands.

      “Hold up.” He frowned down at her feet. “You can’t walk.”

      “Sure I can,” she said. “I don’t have frostbite, so—”

      “I’m not risking it. I’ll just carry you.”

      “I don’t think so,” she said, alarmed.

      His jaw tightened, which she did not take as a good sign. Glowering, he got up, stretched to his full height, which was somewhere past intimidating, and fisted his hands on his hips. Never one to back down from a challenge, she also stood, ignoring both the annoyed light glinting in his eyes and the icy pain spearing through her beleaguered feet. Inches apart now, they faced off.

      Her silly thoughts, meanwhile, spun out of control.

      It was one thing for him to carry her when she was half-conscious and near death. It was something else again when there was no crisis and he was therefore more likely to notice that she wasn’t exactly a delicate and willowy size two.

      Plus, the thought of being snuggled up to his muscular body—which, by the way, smelled irresistibly of clean male, like wood smoke, leather and a warm musk that was entirely James—was more than her overwrought nerves could handle right now. With her arms around his neck, her face within nuzzling distance of his smooth neck, and her lips within kissing distance of his?

      No.

      Just  ...no.

      She’d crawl to the bathroom first if she had to.

      “See?” she said, taking a tentative step. “I can—”

      There was no warning. One second, he was standing in front of her, still and silent as Egypt’s great sphinx, and the next, he was scooping her up into his powerful arms, ignoring her yelped “Hey!” and swinging her toward the hallway.

      “Put me down, James!”

      “No.”

      And there was nothing she could do but smack his hard shoulder in protest and hang on for the thrilling ride.

      “It’s a good thing we didn’t work out as a couple,” she muttered, the brandy making her bold and reckless. She knew it was a dangerous combination, but that didn’t stop her from turning her head so her mouth was closer to his ear. “You need to learn to listen.”

      She felt the satisfying catch of his breath as his chest rose and fell against hers.

      But her upper hand disappeared when he also turned his head.

      “So do you, Miranda,” he murmured in her ear.

      Need coiled inside her, pooling low in her belly.

      Startled by the raw note in his voice—it sounded like desire drenched in lust and wrapped with need—she stared him straight in the face.

      His glittering gaze leveled on hers and she saw a new emotion she hadn’t expected:

      Anger.

      She flinched.

      He blinked and the hard edge slid away from his expression, leaving a blank and impenetrable brick wall.

      This unrelenting cold shoulder of his was seriously starting to piss her off.

      “What?” she demanded.

      He stalked into the bathroom, unceremoniously plunked her down on the counter and stepped back, breaking her grip on his neck and forcing her to grip the counter’s edge or else wobble and fall over.

      “I’m not in a talking mood.”

      Shut down again. It figured. Why was he always, always shutting her down? Did he think it was easy for her to reach out to him when he kept pushing her away?

      What would it take to break through his protective shell once and for all?

      Leaning closer and tipping her face up to his, she smiled sweetly. The hot toddy was still working its magic on her body temperature and her courage level, and she was feeling no pain.

      “You never are when it comes to me, are you, James? It’s so much easier to run and hide.”

      He went utterly still, his face darkening with quiet fury.

      Riveted, she watched him watch her and did her best not to breathe because she was determined not to be the first one to blink. Not when she was right.

      Several tense seconds ticked by. In the background, she heard Frank’s low whine from the door, as though he wanted to remind them that he was still on standby, awaiting his marching orders. And she heard the frantic thud of her own heartbeat in her ears.

      But nothing mattered except James’s thinned lips, flaring nostrils and the merciless intensity with which he stared at her, as though he couldn’t decide whether to strangle her or make love to her.

      A vein appeared down the center of his forehead. Muscles throbbed in his temples and jaw line as he spoke, barely moving his lips. “I want you out of those wet clothes and into my robe—” he pointed to a red plaid fleece robe hanging on the door hook— “in the next ten seconds. I’ll be right out there.”

      Oh, so he thought he’d ignore what she’d said, did he? Her anger spiked higher.

      So did her recklessness. She didn’t care about the consequences.

      They’d entered into a game here, nearly a year in the making, and the stakes were too high.

      Something about this man affected her too strongly for either of them to ignore it.

      “Why do I scare you so much?”

      “You don’t scare me.”

      “You’re lying. It’s like you can’t run away from me fast enough. But I see the way you look at me.”

      “And how is that?”

      She hesitated, feeling wary. The silky note in his voice was at complete odds with the hard gleam in his eyes, and she wasn’t sure what he’d do if she pushed him much further. On the other hand, anything that happened to her tonight short of freezing to death had to be a vast improvement.

      With nothing else to lose, there was no reason not to go for it.

      “Like you want me as much as I want you. Like you’d do anything to be with me, if only you could figure out what the anything is. You look at me like I’m  ...everything.”

      He went utterly still.

      She took a step closer to the precipice. “Am I wrong?”

      He looked away, dropping his gaze without answering.

      “James.” Her voice was raspy now, her desperation audible. She didn’t care. “We have to figure this out. You know that, don’t you?”

      “Get out of those wet clothes and take your shower. And make it quick so you don’t aggravate than ankle,” he said, striding out and shutting the door behind him.
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      James stuck around, loitering outside the bathroom door until he was sure she’d gotten her clothes off without falling. Then he headed to the kitchen. Badly shaken, he helped himself to a snifter of brandy—medicinal purposes only, since the woman was clearly a menace to his mental health—and tossed it back.

      After a few seconds of moodily staring at the empty glass, he poured another one.

      A task that was made trickier by the fact that his hands were shaking.

      She’d effectively called him a coward.

      It’d been a taunt to his manhood. A spear hurled at the center of his chest. A killing blow.

      Probably because it was true.

      Frank, who was sitting at his feet and studying him with his head tilted and ears cocked, yipped derisively at him.

      James lowered his glass long enough to snort down at him. “Don’t judge me. I’ve caught you eating dead flies.”

      Frank whined and looked over his furry shoulder, to the bathroom James had designated for Miranda.

      Which, in point of fact, was in the master bedroom. Which made it—

      “Yeah, I put her in my bathroom,” he told Frank. “So what?”

      Frank gave three sharp barks.

      James frowned at him. “Yeah? Well, it’s not your personal life on the line, here, is it?”

      Frank flopped down, rolled over with his paws in the air and groaned.

      “Dumb canine,” James muttered, finishing off his second glass of brandy. Since he liked the good stuff, it went down hot and smooth, warming him on a cellular level, which was great.

      If only he could get his hands to stop shaking.

      Focus on dinner. Yeah. That’s what he needed to do. He needed to...Wait, dinner? Yeah...dinner. He put the snifter down, glanced around the kitchen and saw the pots on the stove. He’d made chili what seemed like a thousand years ago, earlier this evening. Way back before Miranda nearly got herself killed and nearly scared him to death in the process.

      Shit.

      Shit, shit, SHIT.

      Hit by a renewed wave of the shakes, he laid his palms flat on the counter and leaned into it for support.

      If a couple of factors had turned out just slightly differently tonight, she’d be dead by now.

      If he hadn’t kept one eye on his front window since he arrived home earlier, waiting in vain for her decrepit car to pass by on its way up the hill like it did every other night . . .

      If he hadn’t had that knotted feeling of unease in his gut, or if he’d ignored it . . .If he hadn’t been an accomplished outdoorsman with a dog who was good with his nose . . .

      If Frank had been off his game tonight . . .

      If he’d talked himself into waiting, just a bit longer, to see if Miranda’s car appeared out of the darkness and scooted its way up the hill like always, just a little later than normal . . .

      The knot in his heart tightened, sitting like an iceberg in his chest. He rubbed it, trying to regulate his breathing. It didn’t help.

      The bottom line was: if any one of those events had gone in another direction tonight, even marginally, Miranda would be dead of hypothermia right now. There was no doubt whatsoever in his mind. And he and Frank would be part of the recovery party sent out in the morning to find her frozen body.

      Ironic, eh?

      This whole time, ever since their date—the best date of his life, frankly--he’d been boxed inside the numb fear of letting another woman get too close, ever again.

      But now his fear of losing Miranda without ever even kissing her trumped all the other fears he’d been nursing since Joy died.

      Joy. His wife.

      After a year of missing her, pining for her, wishing he’d died, too, but not having the balls to take one of his rifles to his head and finish the job properly, he’d slowly begun to rejoin the living world. Thrown himself back into his store and made the outfitter a huge success. Become a scout troop leader and had the time of his life teaching kids to pitch tents and start campfires. Started eating and sleeping again.

      That was about the time folks in town started buzzing about the new coffeehouse and its owner.

      Even his mother had gotten in on the action.

      “Have you been to Java Nectar yet?” she’d asked him when she ‟just happened” to pop in to Open Sky one day, a speculative gleam in her eye.

      He’d been behind the counter, unpacking a new shipment of walking sticks, and hadn’t been too interested in the topic. “No time,” he said. “Why?”

      His mother, he remembered, had given him the kind of enigmatic woman’s smile that always put men on their guard. “They have great coffee. I really think you’ll love it there.”

      “Yeah?” He went back to his box and his inventory list, checking tracking numbers.

      “Yeah,” Mama said firmly. “In fact, I’ll buy you a cuppa right now. Let’s go.”

      James waved a hand. “Just bring me back something.”

      “I will not. I’m going to share a nice cup of coffee with my son.”

      James looked up, exasperated. “You’ve got ten or fifteen sons, Ma—”

      “There are five of you, as you well know.”

      “—And you can have coffee with one of the others. I’ve got unpacking to finish, and then I need to—”

      That was when Mama pursed her lips, drew herself up to her full height of four-eleven, with heels, and gave him the narrow-eyed look that told him his full name was coming:

      “James Anderson Harper. You will come with me.” For emphasis, she put one hand on a hip and pointed at him with the index finger of the other. He’d had more than his share of that pointed index finger over the years and didn’t like seeing it again. “Right now. Don’t make me crawl over that counter and grab your ear.”

      So he’d caved. Sulking and muttering, he’d hung the Back in Five sign on the door, locked up, left Frank in charge, and trailed his mother next door, to Java Nectar.

      The second he crossed the threshold, he knew, in the inexplicable but unerring way he knew in his bones that it was going to rain or not on a given day, that his life was about to change, and change big.

      The place was cheery and crowded, with jazz unobtrusively playing in the background. Open. Comfortable and welcoming in that way you feel when you go for dinner at an old friend’s place, and you don’t have to dress up, bring a bottle of wine, send a follow-up thank-you note, or do anything other than have a seat, mellow out with some good company, food and drink, and be yourself.

      A young boy wearing shorts bounced up to them when they walked in. Bright-eyed and gap-toothed, with a short and sleek cap of black curls and dimples grooving through his chipmunk cheeks as he smiled at them, he was clearly Java Nectar’s self-appointed greeter, a job he took seriously.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs. Harper,” he said, enunciating in his best professional voice. “How are you today?”

      James’s mother beamed down at him and shook his small hand. “I’m wonderful, Noah. And how are you?”

      Noah scowled at her. “How did you know it was me?”

      Mama laughed. “Because you have the mole on your forehead—right there—and your brother doesn’t.”

      Brother?

      Just then, another little boy hurried over, his arms wide and his expression outraged. This one wore a blue shirt to the other’s green, but they were clearly identical twins.

      “Noah!” he cried. “I’m the greeter! Not you!”

      “I can greet too,” Noah replied smugly.

      “No, you can’t!” The other twin, who did not take kindly to this encroachment on his territory, got in his brother’s face. “You hand out menus!”

      Noah pouted. “I’m tired of menus.”

      “Well, it’s your job!” his twin reminded him.

      “Hello, Jonah,” James’s mom said kindly to the newcomer. “How are—”

      Evidently, this was the wrong thing to say.

      “No!” Jonah said, violently shaking his head. “I have to greet you! You have to go out and come in again so I can greet you! It’s my job!”

      “Well, I already did it,” Noah gloated.

      That one—Noah—was big on stirring the pot, James decided.

      He liked that kid.

      He liked both of them.

      Looking over the tops of their heads, he grinned at his mother, who grinned back.

      World War III, meanwhile, was about to break out. Jonah, who had the makings of a union boss, decided to take his issue to management. “Mommy?” he screeched, running to the counter. “Mommy!”

      “Jonah Bryant Lowe,” replied a stern female voice.

      James stilled because he knew—he knew—even before he saw the voice’s owner, both that this woman was the reason his mother had dragged him to Java Nectar. What was more, Mama had been right to do so, because she was definitely his flavor—at least physically.

      He only had a side view, but it was a great view. A. Great. View.

      Medium height. Big butt. Wide hips tapering to toned calves beneath the hem of her summery dress. Sandals that revealed pretty feet with toes polished red.

      Hands on her hips, she marched over to her wayward sons and bent at the waist to glare at them.

      Yeah, James thought, trying to keep it discreet in front of his mother. The woman had a killer ass.

      “Keep your eyes in your head, boy,” Mama murmured.

      James flushed. Sparing his mother a sidelong glare, he asked a question that suddenly seemed urgent: “What’s her name?”

      “Miranda,” his mother answered, and he heard the smile in her voice even if he didn’t see it. He was too busy waiting with rapt attention for the chance to see Miranda’s face close up.

      “If you keep yelling,” Miranda snapped at Jonah, “all our customers are going to walk out on us and you won’t have anyone to greet. And then I will fire you. Is that what you want?”

      Jonah’s face slackened with stark fear. “No, Mommy! Don’t fire me!”

      “Are you finished yelling?”

      Jonah nodded. “Yeah. I’m done. I’m done.”

      “Noah Edward Lowe?” Miranda said. “If you keep stealing your brother’s job, guess what you’re going to have to do?”

      Noah froze, looking guilty. “Not  ...sweep the floor,” he said, keeping his voice low, as though saying it in his normal voice would unleash horror upon the universe.

      “Sweep the floor,” Miranda replied gravely. “Now get out of here.”

      The boys, not needing to be told twice, tore off through the tables and disappeared through the flapping door into the kitchen.

      James’s mother nudged him in the ribs. “Remind you of anyone you know?”

      “Yeah.” James nodded, his attention divided between fond memories of wrongdoing (the time he stapled Ethan’s pajama bottoms to the sheets while Ethan was sleeping came to mind) and Miranda, whose face he was dying to see. “Me and my knuckleheaded brothers.”

      Mama said something else—something about liking a woman who knew how to handle rambunctious boys—but it didn’t register because his entire being, down to the last subatomic particle in every cell in his body, was riveted on Miranda.

      Nodding with grim satisfaction, she wiped her hands on the end of her plain white apron and turned to face James’s mother.

      “Sorry, Ada.” Miranda had a wry smile and the kind of suppressed laughter in her voice that hinted at a sharp sense of humor. Which was probably the only thing that kept her sane as the single mother of twin seven-year-olds. “I’ve been trying to civilize them, but I can only work on one thing at a time. This week, it’s flushing the toilet after they use it. I’m going to make not scaring off the customers next week’s priority, though, so please come back again.”

      His mother chuckled. “You don’t need to apologize to me, Randi. If there’s one thing I understand, it’s raising boys.”

      “I’ve already met—let’s see if I can get this right,” she said, ticking the names off on her fingers, “Ethan, Isaiah and Edward. Daniel’s in California, so this must be—” Miranda turned to James for the first time and their gazes connected— “oh.”

      That about summed it up, James thought. Oh.

      Or, as he was thinking, holy shit.

      He lapsed into one of those eerie out-of-body experiences where certain things, like his mother, the other customers, and social niceties like not staring, for example, fell away from his world, and certain other things remained—only in sharper focus.

      Things like Miranda’s gorgeous brown eyes and the way they widened infinitesimally as she looked at him. And the way the sweet apples of her cheeks reddened the longer they stared at each other. And the way her lush mouth, which was plump and pouty and had a dimple bracketing the right side, held the shape of that breathless oh, even after she’d stopped saying it.

      And then of course there was the way something hot and urgent roared to life inside him, replacing the cold emptiness that had filled him to overflowing since Joy died.

      Lust?

      Yeah, no question.

      But it wasn’t plain old, garden-variety lust.

      This lust was in an amped-up, steroid-drenched category all by itself. Which was a problem, because he was broken and she was a single mother. That made her, by definition, a vulnerable woman. Anyone with half a brain knew that the two of them could never hook up—especially not in a tiny town the size of Journey’s End, where all the residents knew each other’s business. Plus, Open Sky and Java Nectar were right next door from each other, so it wasn’t like he and Miranda could avoid each other if things between them crashed and burned.

      And yet . . .

      “You’re James,” Miranda said, recovering first and extending her hand. He took it, reveling in the softness of her skin, the direct warmth of her smile and the strength of her grip. “Your mother’s told me all about you. She says you’re her favorite son.”

      If James’s emotions hadn’t been in free fall, he would’ve smiled. Everyone who knew his mother knew that she spoke of each of her five sons the same way. But a crippling paralysis had him in its grip, and that led to awkwardness, and that led to . . .

      A crisp nod. “Miranda.”

      It was all he could do.

      Whereupon his mother swooped in and smoothed over his rough edges the same way she’d been doing since he was in grade school.

      “Did I mention that James is shy?”

      “Really, woman?” James asked, recovering enough to shoot his mother a sidelong glare. “And you wonder why I don’t come visit often enough?”

      Miranda grinned. “Maybe he’s an introvert, Ada. That’s different from being shy. Maybe he just likes to get the lay of the land before he opens his mouth. Maybe he’s the quiet, thoughtful type.” Her gaze locked in on his again, and the warmth of it was like basking in the shower after a day of chopping wood in the bitter cold.

      Easy. Relaxing. Wonderful.

      They stared at each other for one breath  ...two breaths . . .

      His mother walked away, taking her smug smile with her as she melted into the non-Miranda part of the world.

      Miranda blinked and gestured vaguely in his mother’s direction. “Mothers are good at putting their kids on the spot.”

      “Mine is, yeah,” he agreed, not taking his eyes off Miranda.

      “Well, I’m all for more silence in the world. My kids make enough noise for five or six people.”

      He felt one corner of his mouth lift in the beginning of a smile, but Joy had taken most of his smiles with her when she died, and he was out of the habit. “Good to know.”

      “So . . .” She ran a hand over her wavy black hair, and he watched her, wishing he could do the same. He wanted his hands full of that dark silk as he tipped her face up, angling it for his kiss. “Are you a coffee or tea person?”

      He snapped himself out of his thoughts, which were streaking past PG-13–rated and headed for a solid R. “Coffee. The blacker, the better.”

      “I’ll remember that.”

      He nodded, fumbling around for something to say that had nothing to do with the weather. “Sorry about my mother. Sounds like she’s forced you to listen to our life stories.”

      Another smile. “It’s okay. I got her back by whining about how boys don’t think they need to shower or flush the toilet. Ever.”

      That made him laugh, which was surprising enough. More surprising was the way his tongue loosened up, allowing him to banter, which was something he rarely did with people he hadn’t known for five or more years.

      “I did learn how to flush and shower. For the record.”

      But she was staring at him with an arrested look, her color high and her eyes bright as her smile slowly faded.

      His smile slowly faded.

      He cleared his hoarse throat. “Your boys seem like good kids.”

      Mother’s pride lit up her face. “Yeah, well. I’m trying to civilize the little beasts. I’m going to give them another year or so before I decide whether to release them back into the wild or keep them.”

      “Have you thought about scouting? It helped me and my brothers.”

      “Yeah, actually. They were in the troop back home, and I’ve signed them up here.”

      He felt a kick of excitement low in his gut.

      “I’m one of the leaders.”

      One of her brows rose in a subtle challenge. “And are you any good?”

      “I’m great,” he replied, well aware that he was flirting for the first time in years.

      “We’ll have to see.” There was a sexy note in her voice now that made nerve endings tingle up his nape and across his scalp. “I hope they don’t make you want to turn in your badge.”

      “A couple little boys don’t scare me.”

      She laughed. The sound—throaty, unabashed—was a stimulant that went directly to his brain. “Brave words, young grasshopper.”

      “Hang on—you know Kung Fu?”

      “The TV series with David Carradine? Please. What kind of a mother would I be if I didn’t expose my impressionable sons to all the martial arts classics?”

      He eyed her with growing awe. “If you know anything about Bruce Lee—”

      “‘You have offended my family, and you have offended the Shaolin Temple.’“

      The fact that she knew these Bruce Lee lines from one of his favorite movies, Enter The Dragon, left him speechless. And a little light-headed.

      “Don’t underestimate me, young grasshopper,” she said, beaming as though she could see the debris field from his blown mind.

      “Trust me—I won’t.”

      “So, back to the scouts—I heard there’ll be fishing?”

      He nodded.

      “Great. The boys’ve always wanted to learn. They love outdoorsy stuff, but there wasn’t much to do in the city.”

      James wanted to be satisfied with this information and warned himself not to be nosy. But his mouth was already open and shooting off.

      “Where’s their father?”

      She hesitated. He gave himself a swift mental kick in the ass.

      “Back in Brooklyn with his new wife, the woman he left me for.” Another hesitation, followed by a wry smile and a shoulder shrug. “Who’s almost old enough to order a martini.”

      There it was, he realized. The worst pain of her life. It was all right there in her squared shoulders and hitched-up chin: her determination to move forward without bitterness and her absolute refusal to be pitied. Her eyes, on the other hand, were shadowed with unmistakable humiliation and vulnerability.

      Miranda’s near-fatal emotional wound, like his, had to do with the loss of a spouse. True, her spouse had left her for a younger woman, but loss was loss.

      He was suddenly filled with a dizzying jumble of emotions—including a scary urge to seek out and mangle some man he’d never met and a fierce gratitude that the punk was no longer in Miranda’s life.

      “Hmm,” he said, mindful of her pride. “No idea why he’d want to raise a third child when he’s already got twins on his plate, but  ...Sounds like you’re better off without him.”

      Her eyes widened. “You introverts. When you do speak, it’s usually something good, isn’t it?”

      He inclined his head. “I strive.”

      “Miranda?” The woman running the register, who had a phone tucked between her ear and shoulder, gestured to Miranda. He and Miranda both started and looked around to see what the woman wanted. “The supplier’s on the phone. He wants to know what you decided about the Arabica beans.”

      “One second,” Miranda called.

      “So,” she said, ducking her head as she turned back to James. She shifted restlessly, making him wonder if she was as buzzed with adrenaline as he was. It thrummed through his body with such force it was a miracle his skin wasn’t vibrating. His attention dipped to her full lips, riveted by the way the corner of her mouth curled as she spoke. “You don’t talk much, you flush and shower, and you have a great mother.”

      “True.”

      “Well, then.” Eyes gleaming, she nodded with satisfaction. “You’re welcome anytime. We’ve got lots of black coffee.”

      The perfect response was right there, sitting on his tongue, ready and waiting to be said: I plan to be back—soon and often. But at some elusive point between when he opened his mouth and when his vocal cords began to vibrate with sound, a strange thing happened.

      His wedding ring, which was always on his left hand but rarely noticed, like his fingernails, made its presence known.

      It felt  ...there.

      Noticeable.

      Almost  ...heavier.

      The feeling was so bizarre that all he could do was cover the ring with the fingers from his right hand—honest to God, the ring felt like it was throbbing now, tightening like a blood pressure cuff—and give Miranda a crisp nod.

      “I might do that,” he said.

      This noncommittal answer made the light in her eyes flicker, then dim.

      “Well.” To her credit, she hung on to her polite smile. “Bye.”

      He watched her walk to the phone, feeling her loss the way he’d feel it if someone replaced the air he breathed with sulfur.

      His mother, who had, of course, been watching from a discreet distance, hurried back over, frown lines grooving between her brows.

      “Miranda’s great, isn’t she?” she asked brightly.

      He twisted his wedding band, staring after Miranda. His throat had turned into a solid knot of longing, guilt and fear. There was no way he could explain to his mother that he was, suddenly and fiercely, alive again.

      Mama, being Mama, tried again. She squeezed his forearm in that comforting way she had. “What happened, James? I could tell you liked her. I knew you would.”

      The fact that Mama seemed to think things were just that simple infuriated him.

      He freed his arm and kept his voice low. “What’re you trying to pull here?”

      She gave him the kindly smile, the one that plainly announced that, while he may be an adult now, she was still his mother and therefore understood things about his inner workings that still mystified him.

      “I’m trying to help you get over your fear,” she said.

      “I’m not afraid,” he’d told his mother that day, the same thing he’d said to Miranda a few minutes ago.

      A lie both times.

      The whole thing was ironic, considering he’d been so quick to tell Miranda that little boys didn’t scare him. Miranda, on the other hand? She scared him in a primal, down-to-his-bones way that froze him inside his skin and shamed him as a man.

      There’d been a couple other women since Joy died, and they hadn’t even caused a glitch on his radar. An old girlfriend of his still lived in the city, and they’d hooked up several times, mostly to get him back in the saddle again, but she’d never been a contender, even back when they’d dated in college. Then he’d had a couple one-nighters with women his brothers fixed him up with.

      That was all, and it’d been all fine and good and enough.

      And then Miranda showed up.

      Just like that, she started supplying a new infusion of warmth, laughter, beauty and hope in his life, and—damn her—took it with her when she left the room.

      The kicker was, she didn’t give him any choice. No one asked him if he was ready for a relationship, and he had no say in the matter. She was just, suddenly, there, and he couldn’t get around or ignore her any more than he could reverse time or ignore his need to drink water. She commandeered his thoughts during the day and his dreams during the night. The damn woman even owned his eyesight, because half the time he superimposed her shining face over the features of whomever he was with.

      He wanted her with a frantic, all-consuming urgency.

      He feared her almost as much.

      Staying away from her had never been a real option, though. Oh, he’d tried, sure, back in the early days after they met. At first he’d avoided Java Nectar altogether, which was a difficult task since they were next-door neighbors.. But a couple of weeks went by and his longing to see her—just to lay eyes on her again—threatened to choke him. So he’d told himself that dropping in for coffee would be fine, especially if he kept it brief and impersonal.

      It was just coffee, right?

      “Morning,” he’d said the next day, when he stopped in on his way to the store. It was past the morning rush and he knew the boys would be at school—not that he’d planned to come at a time when she’d be free.

      She’d been wiping off a table, but her head snapped up at the sound of his voice, almost as though she’d been waiting to hear it again. Her eyes brightened and her lips widened into the kind of glorious smile that made a man feel like the king of the universe.

      “James,” she said quickly. “Hi. Did you come to ask for directions to Starbucks?”

      “Why would I do that?” he asked, excruciatingly aware of the changes that came over him in her presence. Like the way his heart pounded and his body felt lighter, as though the slightest breeze would be enough to send him soaring through the sky.

      “I don’t know. You looked a little funny when you left the last time. I was thinking I’d offended you somehow.”

      “Nope,” he said lightly, trying to look puzzled by this idea.

      “Good.” She headed for the counter and he trailed behind. “Let’s see if we have any black coffee available  ...why, yes. You’re in luck. We’ve got two gallons, just brewed.”

      “I’ll take some.”

      Another smile, so amazing it caused a sweet ache in his belly.

      He decided that his mind’s eye was a sorry piece of equipment, because it hadn’t captured half of her qualities. She was prettier than he remembered. Warmer. More vibrant.

      He wanted her harder than he had before.

      And he realized, as he watched her, that he’d lied to himself just like he’d lied to her. Coffee wasn’t just coffee. Coffee meant getting a small shot of Miranda in his life. Not enough to satisfy him—just enough to torment him for more days to come.

      He wasn’t ready for a relationship with her.

      But he knew he’d be back again tomorrow anyway.

      She passed him the coffee. He passed her the money.

      He lingered, reaching for a napkin.

      She cleared her throat.

      He wanted to say something—anything—but crippling emotional paralysis kept him locked behind a brick wall.

      “It’s quiet right now,” she said brightly, nodding at the empty tables. “Can you stick around for a minute? I could have a cup with you.”

      He stiffened, feeling his eyes do the whole deer-in-headlights thing.

      “You don’t have time.” Her smile faltered. “I understand.”

      No.

      She definitely didn’t understand.

      “Well,” he said lamely, holding up the coffee cup. “Thanks.”

      “Any time.”

      He trudged to the door, slowed by his leaden feet and his sinking heart. He was, clearly, the biggest idiot that ever lived.

      The next morning, they repeated the whole procedure, except that she didn’t invite him to stay and they discussed the weather.

      The morning after that, he proved himself to be a brilliant conversationalist.

      “Is that your Saturn parked out front?” he asked.

      “Yeah.” She’d been pouring his coffee, but she paused to shoot him a quizzical look. “Why?”

      “The treads are almost gone on the front tires. You’ll need to replace them before winter.”

      “Oh,” she said, a slight frown marring her brow. “Okay. Thanks.”

      “No problem. You have an ice scraper, too, right?”

      “Umm  ...yes? I think there’s one in the trunk.”

      “You think? Is it heavy-duty?”

      “I’m not sure what duty it is,” she said, one corner of her mouth curling.

      Was she mocking him? He couldn’t tell and he didn’t care as long as she got that little car in roadworthy condition for the winter. She and the boys needed a safe and reliable vehicle.

      “You need to double-check,” he told her.

      “Aye, Cap.”

      With a last, narrow-eyed glance over his shoulder, he left.

      The next day, he presented her with an ice scraper he’d personally selected from the hardware store.

      “What’s this?” she said blankly when he handed it over the counter to her.

      “An ice scraper.”

      “I have one.”

      “You weren’t sure.”

      “I checked last night. It’s still in the trunk.”

      “Is it like this one?”

      She eyeballed the thing, which had a stainless steel telescoping handle, a brush on one end, a snow scoop on the other, and a bunch of other bells and whistles that an ice scraper didn’t normally have. He might have even gotten her the battery-powered heated model; he couldn’t remember.

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “It definitely isn’t like this one.”

      “Well, now you’re set.”

      “How much do I owe you?”

      He waved a hand. “Forget it.”

      “James—”

      “Forget it.”

      She studied him as though he’d just ridden in on a flying carpet. “You’re a tough nut to crack, aren’t you?”

      Predictably, he froze. “What’s that mean?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Nothing whatsoever. Thanks for the ice scraper.”

      “Thanks for the coffee.”

      He left, feeling, as he always felt after these encounters, unsettled. Dissatisfied.

      The encounters continued after their one and only date, an event he’d instigated in a moment of extreme weakness, then immediately regretted. There’d been the time he loaned her one of his favorite kung fu DVDs because he thought the boys would enjoy it, but declined her offer to watch it with them. The time last winter when it snowed, and he hitched his little plow to his truck and, under cover of being an exceptionally thoughtful person, cleared all the neighbors’ driveways just so he could personally make sure Miranda’s drive was safe. Oh, and the time he’d had all the boys in his troop make elaborate flower boxes for Mother’s Day because he’d wanted her to have a great present from her kids and didn’t trust her loser of an ex-husband to handle the job properly.

      The whole time—all those tortured months—he’d reassured himself that he was doing a brilliant job managing his feelings.

      Yes, indeed. He was quite the liar, especially when it came to deluding himself.

      “James?”

      Blinking, he looked up from those last few drops of brandy and discovered her walking toward him on silent feet covered with his black wool socks. She was wet-haired and rosy-cheeked from her shower, cocooned inside his red plaid fleece robe, which belted at her waist and puddled on the floor. She smelled fresh and sweet, her skin doing thrilling things for the utilitarian Ivory soap he used. Her wet hair had reverted to spring-loaded curls that she’d wrangled into a ponytail, and her bright gaze—wary, defiant—held his.

      “We need to talk,” she said. “Now.”
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      Miranda stepped closer and reached out a hand, beseeching. Something in her expression—a new determination, maybe—caused his flight response to flare up with a vengeance.

      “We have to talk about this,” she told him.

      He shook his head and turned away even though he had nowhere to go. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      A harsh sigh. “How did I know you’d say that?”

      Probably because he was as predictable as Greenwich Mean Time, not that he’d admit it.

      He looked around, desperate for an escape. The scariest thing about Miranda had reared its ugly head again. She saw him. She saw through him. Like his mother, she saw things about him that he’d need an advanced degree to figure out. All he knew right now was that the walls were closing in on him and Miranda was the one who’d set them in motion.  He couldn’t breathe.  He needed fresh air. That was it. Firewood. They needed firewood to get through the night.

      Jerking his thumb over his shoulder toward the back of his house, where he had a chopping block and a cord of wood at the ready, he grabbed his flannel jacket off the back of the chair where he’d tossed it earlier. “We need firewood. I’ll go chop some.”

      “We don’t need firewood this very second. We need to work things out.”

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “You? Say something?” She laughed, but there was no humor in her smile. Only bitterness. “Why would I ever hope for that? I may be a misguided optimist, but I’m not delusional.”

      That low blow was so far beneath his belt that he took an aggressive step forward and got right in her face. “Sorry I’m not as open as you want me to be. The last person I opened up to went and died on me, so I’m a little guarded.”

      Another derisive laugh. “A little? The only thing more guarded than you is Korea’s demilitarized zone.”

      He stiffened. Way in the back of his jaw, he felt a muscle begin to twitch.

      It felt like this conversation was causing him to implode. His gut churned and burned, surging and retreating like the glowing orange magma in a volcano about to blow. And Miranda didn’t know when to leave well enough alone. Instead of running to safety as fast as her legs could carry her, she hitched up her chin and came closer, into the danger zone.

      “Do you think this is easy for me?” she asked quietly.

      He wheeled around, away from her, and shoved an arm into his jacket sleeve. “I’m getting wood.”

      “No.” Her hand clamped down around his wrist with surprising strength. He tried to jerk free, but there was no shaking her off. “I’m talking to you.”

      He looked to the vaulted ceiling, blinking against the sudden stinging in his eyes. Blinked. Shook his head. Tried to laugh, to shake it off. To breathe.

      She waited.

      Finally there was nothing else to do but meet her determined gaze and try not to notice the way she smelled—like flowers, his hand soap, and Miranda—or the way the edges of his robe—she was wearing his robe, and nothing else—had eased apart enough to reveal the satin gleam of her skin and the deep curves of her breasts.

      He opened his mouth. Out came a hoarse croak. “What do you want, Miranda?”

      Deep within the brown depths of her eyes, a hopeful light appeared. “I want you to stand here, without walking out on me, and listen to how I feel.”

      His pulse thudded. Did she think that would be easy for him? Why didn’t she just ask for his heart on a silver platter and be done with it?

      She waited again.

      He nodded sharply, wrenched his gaze away from her and focused on the far wall over her shoulder.

      “This isn’t easy for me, James. I know men like to do the chasing. And I know what I am.”

      That snapped his attention right back to her face, where her cheeks now blazed with color.

      What she was?

      A constant torment to him? His every thought and breath? The center of his universe?

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      A rueful smile. “A thirty-seven-year-old divorced woman. Who has twin boys and an ex-husband and a whole lot of other baggage. And who needs to lose fifteen pounds or so.”

      He frowned.

      “I’m not perfect. Not even close. And I know I’m a lot to take on. I’m not a free and easy twenty-five-year-old. I get that, okay? I. Get. It.” She choked up a little at the end and had to pause to clear her throat. Dropping her grip on his wrist, she blew out a breath and swiped the back of her hand under her nose. “But I’m a good person and you have to know how I feel about you.”

      He stared at her, enthralled and utterly incapable of responding.

      “No?” She blinked, freeing a single tear that trailed down her cheek like melted crystal. “You don’t know that I’d do anything for you? That I live for the three minutes a day when you show up in my shop to get coffee?”

      His heart contracted painfully. “Miranda—”

      “You have to know that all it would take is one tiny signal from you, and I’d be yours. Do you get that? If you met me a tenth of the way, or smiled at me or reached for me—” She trailed off, shrugging helplessly. “That’s all it would take.”

      Was that true?

      After all the tormented days and nights he’d spent, wanting her and avoiding her, could it be that simple? What would he do if it were?

      Inside him, the magma crept higher, clogging his throat and stretching hot fingers over his cheeks. He opened his mouth, desperate to explain himself, but his thoughts and fears were hidden behind a swirling cloud of smoke, and he couldn’t find them, much less pin them down.

      “James?”

      The rising urgency in her voice only locked him down tighter. It was all he could do to hold her gaze, to shake his head, to shut his mouth again without saying anything.

      “That’s all you’ve got?” With a frustrated cry, Miranda shoved him in the chest, backing him up a couple of steps. Her eyes were wild. Her words came in staccato bursts, like gunfire. “I open up a vein and bleed out my feelings for you, and that’s all you’ve got?”

      This time, she put her back into the shove, grunting with the effort and forcing him to back up a couple of steps.

      For one disbelieving second, he wondered whether this woman realized he outweighed her by a good fifty pounds, and if it would matter if she did. Then all his anger roared to the surface, and he erupted.

      “What do you want from me?” he roared, sweeping his arms wide so she could see he was damaged and hollow, with nothing to offer her or any other woman. “I told you I can’t do this! I told you I wasn’t ready!”

      “Ready for what, James? To love me? To be happy? Do you even know?”

      “To put myself out there again!”

      Her eyes widened, mirroring his own surprise that he’d said it. He hadn’t been thinking anything like that. If anything, his brain had been flooded with the endless mantra that’d started the day he met her and hadn’t stopped since:

      I want; I can’t. I want; I can’t.

      But now that the words had vaulted over his brick walls and sprinted out of his mouth, he knew they were true, and he didn’t want to get them back.

      “Do you think I want to go through that again?” he demanded.

      Her face twisted derisively. “Through what? Losing someone? Shouldn’t you take a shot at having me before you worry about losing me?”

      “You think this is a joke?” he shouted. “You think losing a spouse is nothing?”

      “I know divorce isn’t the same as a death, but I lost a spouse too!”

      “No! No!” Swiping the back of his hand over his mouth, he took a shuddering breath and tried to keep himself together long enough to explain that he hadn’t rejected her on a whim. This was all about survival—his survival. “You want to know about loss? Loss is having your wife call at seven o’clock to tell you she’s on her way home from her business meeting in the city, and then having the police show up at your door at seven-forty to tell you she fell asleep at the wheel and wrapped her car around a tree while you were back home grilling salmon for dinner! You think I want to take a chance like that again?”

      “I’m so sorry she died. I hate that you went through that. But you and I? Whether we want to or not, we’re taking chances like that already, James!”

      “Like hell I am!”

      Over on his pillow, Frank, who didn’t like shouting, raised his head and whined. James snapped his fingers at him. Muttering, Frank dropped his head on his paws and watched them intently.

      “We don’t get to choose whether we care about each other or not. It’s not something we can control,” she said.

      “I can control it. I will control it.”

      “Yeah? How’s that working for you so far?”

      “Fine,” he lied. “Great.”

      “Then why were you so upset tonight when you found me? Why were your hands shaking so badly?”

      Shit.

      He wheeled away from her, shoving his telltale hands deep into his pockets.

      Miranda edged back into his line of sight and kept at him, as relentless as the driving snow outside. There was nowhere else for him to go unless he wanted to lock himself in his bedroom, and that would just be pathetic. He seethed, that muscle in his jaw going haywire. Apparently there wasn’t a single square inch of his house that was safe from the damn woman.

      “What if I’d frozen out there, James?”

      This horrific image made him flinch.

      “Would you be patting yourself on the back right now? Huh? Would you be glad that you made a narrow escape before you got hurt again? Or would you be upset that you’d wasted all this time when you could’ve been with me? When we could’ve been making love?”

      Upset?

      Upset didn’t begin to cover it.

      He’d be even more broken than he was now.

      He’d be ruined.

      This simple fact was so obvious and unavoidable it forced him to open up and tell her the truth for once.

      “You think I haven’t been asking myself that?” he asked, staring her in the face.

      She hesitated. Her brows contracted and she cocked her head as though she couldn’t trust her hearing, but she recovered quickly enough.

      “Well, what’re you going to do about it, James?” There was a silky note in her voice now, half-taunt and half-seduction. In response, the fine nerve endings running down his arms and across his nape tightened with delicious anticipation. “The same old nothing you’ve been doing? Haven’t we had enough of that? Aren’t you tired of fighting me?”

      Oh, yeah.

      He was tired.

      He twisted the wedding band around his finger, watching her.

      “It’s like I’m trapped in a cage, Miranda.” The second he admitted this secret shame—the insurmountable obstacle sitting right in the center of his soul, he felt lighter. Almost  ...free. “I can’t see the way out.”

      Warmth and understanding lit her eyes until she smiled at him without moving her lips.

      “The cage door is open,” she told him. “All you have to do is walk out.”

      It sounded so easy when she said it. Infinitely doable.

      But his ring was still on his finger, and it still felt tight.

      “I’m not sure it’s that simple,” he said.

      She nodded with perfect understanding, then kicked the world out from under him.

      “If you can’t do it, then you have to let me go.”

      He recoiled as though she’d spit in his face.

      Let her go?

      “Don’t come into Java Nectar again. Ever. Don’t bring me little presents anymore. Don’t look out for me and try to protect me and then expect me not to notice. Don’t  ...don’t look at me with those hot eyes, like you want to swallow me whole.” She paused, pressing her lips together as she blinked back tears. “And I’ll find another group of scouts for the boys, so you won’t have to see me, either. You’re big on simple, right? It’d be simple enough for us to let each other go.”

      Let each other go?

      “But you have to decide, James. Because I can’t go on like this. It’s too painful.”

      Never go to Java Nectar again? Never see her or the boys, when seeing them was the touchstone of his existence? He opened his mouth to ask her if she was serious, but the unyielding set of her mouth and chin told him she was.

      They stared at each other for one endless, excruciating second, her line in the sand stretching between them.

      Then he turned and strode out the back door, into the roaring wind and drifting snow as he made his way to the chopping block, knowing he had to make the biggest decision of his life.
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      Ten minutes later, when she’d worn a channel in James’s carpet, her cell phone beeped from the depths of her purse. The display showed a picture of the boys from last summer, when they visited a local petting zoo and become attached to a black pygmy goat named Zeus.

      Grinning, she hit the button. “Hello?”

      “Hi, Mommy,” said Noah. “It’s me, Jonah.”

      “Hello, Noah,” she replied, rolling her eyes.

      There was a pause.

      “How did you know it was me?” said Noah, sounding deflated.

      “I gave birth to you.” She laughed, feeling better than she had all evening. “Plus, you try the same trick every time you call me. So I’ve got you all figured out.”

      “Well, you should still act surprised. That’s what parents are supposed to do.”

      “Duly noted. So, what are you and your brother up to? Did you brush your teeth? I know better than to ask whether you took a shower or not.”

      “We did take a shower! So you owe me an apology.”

      “I apologize most sincerely.”

      “Thank you,” Noah replied graciously. “Mommy, can you—”

      He was interrupted by the sounds of a scuffle and, unless she was much mistaken, a smack.

      Uh-oh. She tensed, waiting for the inevitable tussle.

      “Noah!” came Jonah’s muffled voice on the other end of the line. “I told you I want to talk to Mommy!”

      “Well, I called her, and I’m talking to her now,” Noah yelled smugly, his voice magnified a thousand times in Miranda’s ear. “So you need to wait your turn.”

      “Mommy!” screeched Jonah in the background. “I want to talk to you! Don’t hang up without talking to me!”

      Miranda had to laugh. Her personal life might be circling the drain, but she could always count on those two hooligans for comic relief. “Noah, please tell Jonah that I will be sure to talk to him before I hang up, so he can calm down.”

      Noah duly reported this information to his brother, then came back on the line.

      “So what are you guys doing to celebrate New Year’s Eve?” Miranda asked, trying not to feel too forlorn without her two rowdy boys.

      “We miss you,” Noah said glumly. “We wanted to be home with you so we could watch Toy Story with our Christmas quilts. And have snacks. I really wanted cheddar popcorn.”

      “I know,” she said, trying to keep her voice upbeat. “But there was no way you could get back home with all the snow. The roads aren’t safe.”

      “And we can’t even do anything fun,” Noah complained. “Daddy and Desiree went to some stupid party without us. So we’re here with the babysitter. And she keeps texting people.”

      “Well, I’m sure Daddy and Desiree made those plans a long time ago. They didn’t expect you guys to be at their house tonight. You were supposed to be with me, remember?”

      “I guess so.”

      “So are you going to make it until midnight?”

      Noah yawned into the phone, a protracted process that included a loud groan and a cracking jaw. “Yeah. But Jonah’s going to fall asleep.”

      From somewhere in the background came the sound of Jonah’s answering shout. “I’m not going to fall asleep! You are!”

      “I really wish we were home with you, Mommy.” Noah sounded small and pitiful now. She’d’ve given anything to have him and Jonah crawl onto her lap and sit there with her, like they’d done when they were smaller and still did sometimes when they were tired. “We could’ve made popcorn and roasted s’mores in the fireplace.”

      “I know, buddy. That’s what I wanted, too.”

      They were both silent for a second.

      “Hey, I have an idea,” Miranda said.

      Noah yawned again. “What idea?”

      “We can have a New Year’s Eve do-over,” Miranda said. “When you guys get back home, we can pretend it’s New Year’s all over again, and do all the stuff we thought we’d do tonight.”

      Noah hesitated. “It’s not the same.”

      “I know it’s not a perfect solution, but I think it’s a pretty good idea. What do you think?”

      “Okay.” Noah’s voice perked up. The idea seemed to be growing on him. “Maybe we could invite James to roast s’mores with us. He really likes s’mores. We made them when we went camping.”

      James.

      Miranda took a deep breath and tried to control the hot surge of emotion in her tight throat. For all she knew, she’d never see James again after tonight, unless it was the occasional accidental glimpse of him around town. But she wasn’t about to tell the kids that. They were almost as wild about James as she was. “That sounds like a good idea. But we’ll have to ask James. I’m not sure what his plans are at the moment.”

      Her words came back to haunt her a few minutes later, after she’d spoken with Jonah and wished both boys a good night. She had absolutely no idea what James’s plans were at the moment. The wait was eating her up on the inside, gnawing away at her the way leaf-cutter ants devour plants—in sharp little bites. He’d only been gone for ten minutes, but she felt certain another five minutes or so would finish her off. James would come back inside with an armload of wood and discover that all that was left of her were a few ragged bits of flesh on the rug in front of the fire.

      After a couple of aimless laps around the living room while she paced and rubbed her churning belly, she circled back to the sliding glass doors leading to the backyard. Being careful to stay to the side of the doors and well out of his line of sight, she nudged aside one corner of the drapes and looked outside.

      James, illuminated by the golden glow cast by the deck light, swung his ax with the artistry of Roger Federer serving for Wimbledon and neatly halved a log that was standing upright on his chopping block.

      Thwack!

      The two halves tumbled into growing piles on either side of the block. Working rhythmically, he grabbed a fresh log, stood it on the block, and swung again.

      Thwack!

      The snow kept coming, driving into his sweaty face, but other than the occasional blink or swipe with the back of his hand, he didn’t seem to notice. Nor did the cold bother him; as usual, he wore only a fleece-lined flannel shirt.

      No, wait. He’d taken that off, just like she’d taken off her coat earlier. So maybe she wasn’t the only one in danger of expiring from hypothermia tonight.

      She looked down at Frank, who’d trotted over and settled at her feet.

      “Well,” she said, scratching his ears. “At least you won’t have to go out in the cold to find him the way you had to find me, huh, Frankie?”

      Frank closed his blue eyes and leaned into her touch.

      “Silly dog.”

      She looked back to James. His face was twisted with effort now.

      Hard. Unyielding. His expression was closed, probably focused inward on something she could never understand.

      Another ruthless swing. Thwack!

      Letting the drape fall back into place, Miranda turned away from the window and resumed pacing.

      She’d pushed him away with her demands. Driven him too far, too soon. Ruined whatever small chances they might have had.

      She’d made a mistake confronting him. A terrible mistake that would, no doubt, lead to a long and painful night stuck here at his house. With her luck, he’d probably hole up in his master bedroom, praying she didn’t bother him while he counted the seconds until the storm passed and the snowplows could clear the roads so she could leave.

      Too agitated to settle anywhere, she circled to the kitchen. It was, as she’d expected, ruthlessly clean, with gleaming surfaces and a huge pot of chili cooling on the stove. It smelled delicious. Better than hers, in fact. Too bad her jangled nerves prevented her from eating anything right now. The only thing that could make this waiting worse would be if she barfed that wonderful chili right back up onto his shiny floor. That would really be the cherry on top of tonight’s utter humiliation.

      After a lap around the kitchen, she circled back to the living room.

      It served her right, she supposed, idly touching the books on his polished wood shelves. With big risk came the possibility of big loss, and telling James how she felt was one of the biggest risks of her life.

      She couldn’t regret it, though. In fact, given the choice, she’d do it all over again. She felt light and free because she’d finally escaped from the shadowy purgatory where she had to tamp down her feelings and vigilantly pretend they didn’t exist.

      After all this time, she just didn’t have the energy for that anymore. It took way too much out of her.

      The truth was, she was in love with him.

      What woman wouldn’t be? He was a good man, strong and kind, with a giving and loyal heart. There was nothing he wouldn’t do for the woman he loved; she knew that with a certainty she’d never had about her ex-husband, even in the giddy days early in their marriage. James’s dark good looks, crooked smiles, rare as they were, and sharp sense of humor were bonuses. The man inside—he was the real prize.

      His wife, Joy, had been the luckiest woman in the world.

      He wasn’t over her. The proof was right here, in his living room and, probably, all throughout his house. It was as unavoidable as the sound of his ax chopping wood to smithereens outside.

      Miranda worked her way down the bookshelf, absently rubbing Frank on the head as he trailed alongside her.

      Romance novels took up one shelf. Odds were, they didn’t belong to James, whose taste in books, Miranda saw, ran to woodworking, home improvement and presidential biographies. There were fashion and celebrity magazines—also not James’s. A basket overflowing with embroidery floss in every color of the rainbow, and a half-finished something with beautifully stitched yellow flowers cascading down one side. Would it have been a pillowcase if Joy had lived to complete it? A guest towel?

      There was a framed photo sitting next to the basket. With dread, Miranda picked it up so she could see it better: James and Joy, smiling and happy, in a pool. Joy was behind James, with her arm slung around his neck, and their faces were pressed together, cheek-to-cheek.

      The image blurred behind hot tears that she couldn’t blink back. Miranda put the photo back on the shelf and turned away from it, even though what she’d seen was seared into her mind.

      As long as she’d known him, she was pretty sure she’d never seen James smile like that.

      Maybe she never would.

      He still wore his wedding band. That was another big clue, wasn’t it?

      She wandered over to the fireplace, rearranged the logs with the poker, then sat down on the stone hearth. Frank joined her, settling in his basket with a canine groan of pleasure. While he arranged himself into a tight furry ball and fell asleep immediately, she enjoyed the renewed wave of heat and studied her left hand.

      After the split, she couldn’t take off her rings fast enough. She’d sold them and deposited the money into the boys’ college funds. Much as she’d loved her diamond engagement ring, she hadn’t given it a second thought once her marriage crumbled.

      But James had been a widower for a couple years now, and he still touched his wedding band. All the time.

      Which only proved, like James kept telling her, that he wasn’t read—

      The glass door slid open, admitting a swirling burst of snow and cold air. James, carrying a load of wood in an enormous copper bucket, strode in. His impenetrable gaze went right to her and stayed while he shut the door, put the bucket down and yanked off his boots.

      She stood, her thoughts scattering. Her pounding heart swelled to a two-ton mass in the center of her chest, making it impossible to breathe.

      Until James’s expression softened and his eyes crinkled at the corners. Holding her gaze, he took off his wedding band, kissed it and put it into a small wooden box on the mantel. He closed the box’s lid with a decisive snap.

      A wave of hope washed over her, so powerful and dizzying that she felt light-headed.

      “Come here,” he said, reaching out a hand to her.

      Without hesitation, she flew across the room and into his arms.
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      At last—at last—James put his hands on her, gripping fistfuls of her ropy wet hair and leaning down to cover her mouth with his. Her lips were velvety soft, as tender as a ripe peach, and she met him eagerly even though his clothes were cold and damp from the snow, scraping her nails across his nape as they pulled each other closer. He tasted her with insistent sweeps of his tongue, savoring the flavors of Scotch and tea inside her mouth—of Miranda.

      Letting go of her hair, he stroked over her body, dragging his hands down her back  ...gripping her wide hips to test the feel of them  ...grabbing her big butt to anchor her to him as he rhythmically thrust his raging erection against the sweet spot between her legs. He kissed her the whole time, absorbing her hums of pleasure between nips and licks and marveling at the feel of her, feverishly hot, passionate and alive in his arms.

      And he’d thought to deny himself this, the sweetest pleasure he’d ever known or ever could know? For what? Misguided feelings of loyalty or survivor’s guilt?

      Yeah, man. Real smart move.

      “Yes,” he murmured between kisses. “Yes. Yes.”

      The word, after so many needless denials and rejections, filled him to bursting and overflowed. He couldn’t stop it.

      Breaking away from her kisses with delicious regret, he trailed his mouth lower, past her jaw line and down her neck, to the opening at the front of her robe. Her skin was hot satin, the most amazing substance imaginable. Desperate to touch it all now, he found the robe’s belt with his fumbling hands and jerked it loose. Gasping, her lips dewy and swollen from his kisses and her eyes feverishly bright, she helped him, shrugging her way free as the robe slid off her shoulders and dropped to the floor.

      All his breath hissed out of his lungs.

      “I’m a lucky man,” he murmured, drinking her in.

      More beautiful than he could’ve imagined, she was a masterpiece of curves for his fingers to explore and his mouth to worship. Heavy breasts that overflowed his hands. Engorged nipples that were hot and velvety against his tongue as he stooped to suck each one, long and hard, making her head fall back as she lost herself in sharp cries of pleasure. He ran his hands up and down her sides, mesmerized by the way her small waist flared to those wide hips, as though God knew exactly what drove him wild and was gifting him with the most perfect present imaginable.

      There was more.

      Her juicy thighs, one of which she eagerly hooked around his waist. Her round butt, perfect for him to cup and knead. Her gasps and throaty croons as he stroked her from behind, delving into the slick cleft between her legs.

      She was ready, his Miranda.

      So was he.

      Planting his hands on her butt, he hefted her up. She wrapped both legs around his waist and buried her face in the hollow between his neck and shoulder, licking and nipping him until his raging need made him groan. Knowing his grip on control was tenuous at best, he swung her around and hurried down the hall, toward the bedroom.

      “I need you,” she whispered in his ear.

      “I know.” He strode faster.

      “Hurry.”

      Like he needed telling.

      Just in time, he turned and made it into the bedroom, laid her on the bed, jerked his shirt off and dropped it to the floor. With fumbling hands, he went to work on his belt and zipper. He watched her the whole time, thrilled with the coiled tension in her flushed body and the way her hips writhed as she waited for him.

      When she touched herself, running one hand over both her breasts and the other down to the triangle between her legs, he nearly lost it.

      “Are you trying to make me lose my mind?” he demanded gruffly.

      A knowing woman’s smile curled her lips. “I told you to hurry.”

      The jangle of tags distracted him. He looked around in time to see Frank trot into the room and leap onto the bed.

      Miranda laughed, but James was out of patience. He’d waited too long for this moment. Now was not the time for that dog.

      “Frank.” He snapped his fingers and pointed to the door. “Out.”

      Frank, who was midway through his routine of turning in circles and finding just the right spot, shot him a questioning, ears-cocked look and whined.

      “Frank. Out!”

      Frank shared his displeasure by barking as he hopped down and slunk to the threshold. He stretched out in the hallway, with his snout on his paws and a perfect view of the proceedings on the bed.

      Miranda laughed again. “I’m not sure you should kick him out. I don’t want him to hate me.”

      “Screw the dog.” James, who had by now shed the rest of his clothes, crawled onto the bed and stretched out over Miranda, grabbing her hips to pull her into position beneath him. The sliding friction between their bare bodies sent shock waves through him, making him shudder. “God.”

      “I know,” she said, angling her hips.

      He reached for the nightstand drawer, his movements frantic and jerky. “I’m not sure I can take this.”

      “Try.”

      He found a foil packet and was about to rip it open with his teeth when he paused, staring down at her so he could savor this moment. She stared up at him with glowing eyes, waiting.

      He opened his mouth. Tried to speak. Faltered, shutting his mouth again.

      “What?” She nearly undid him, physically and emotionally, when she stroked his jaw with her soft hands. “You can tell me.”

      “Thank you.” He cleared his throat and wished his nostrils would stop flaring. With his luck, his nose was seconds away from running, and wouldn’t that be sexy right now? “For not giving up on me.”

      “What happened out there? When you were chopping wood?”

      How could he explain the delirious elation he felt now, or his determination to be worthy of this woman who’d given him so many more chances than he deserved?

      He shrugged helplessly. “I thought about what you said about my cage door being open. I’m still alive. It’s okay for me to live. My living doesn’t dishonor my past, you know? My mother’s been saying the same thing to me for a while, but  ...I had to figure it out. I had to find a way to be with you.”

      “Is this your way of telling me you’re in love with me?”

      “Love?” The word was so comically insufficient he almost laughed. “What’s love to the millionth power? That’s what I feel about you.”

      “We should find a word for that,” she said, hooking her legs around his waist to urge him closer. “Because that’s the way I feel about you. The way I’ve always felt about you.”

      Leaning down, he kissed her until he couldn’t take it another second. Then he raised the condom for her to see.

      “Are we going to need these?” he asked.

      “I hope not.”

      “Are you on the pill?”

      “Yeah.”

      He reached down to stroke her slick cleft. “And how do you feel about more children?”

      She smiled—a glorious, teary-eyed smile that was the most thrilling thing he’d ever seen. “Are you asking rhetorically, or are we talking about more children with you?”

      “We’re definitely talking about more children with me.”

      “Then I feel great about it.”

      He grinned. “We’ll have to talk about that, won’t we? That, and getting married.”

      “Yeah. Let’s bookmark those for discussion.” She dug her sharp nails into his butt and pulled him closer. “I think we have other things to do right now.”

      “Good point.”

      He took himself in hand and, with a single sharp thrust that made them both cry out, drove all the way inside her. She was tight. Hot. Exquisitely perfect for him.

      “I love you,” he whispered against her lips.

      Then, with the silvery light from the falling snow filtering through the windows, they began to move together.
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      “Come here.” The second the boys’ thundering footsteps receded up the stairs, to their bedroom, James reached for Miranda and swept her into his arms. She hung on tight, breathing him in. It was the following Friday night, the appointed date for their official New Year’s Eve do-over, and she’d never been happier in her life. “Alone at last.”

      “But not for long,” she reminded him.

      “You’re right. I better make this quick.”

      James stroked his fingers through her hair and tipped her head back. Then he kissed her forehead, eyelids, each cheek, and finally, sweetly, her mouth.

      “I’ve been wanting to do that since I got here,” he said when he’d kissed her senseless.

      “I’ve been wanting you to. We don’t have many chances with little boys around, do we?”

      “I don’t mind. I’m a very resourceful guy.”

      “That you are. I have a question for you.”

      “Hit me.”

      “How’d you hurt your leg? It’s a great story, right? Everyone in town talks about it.”

      “I can’t tell you. You’re not worthy.”

      “I’m worthy! I’m worthy!”

      He shook his head doubtfully. “Normally I require a signed confidentiality agreement. My lawyer’s out of the office, though.”

      “James! I promise I won’t tell anyone. Ever.”

      “I can only tell you if you take a solemn vow of secrecy. Not a mere promise.”

      “So vowed.”

      He took a deep and dramatic breath.

      “I tripped on my untied shoelace when I was walking to class in college. Busted my kneecap.”

      She blinked and rewound that explanation through her mind, certain she’d misheard.

      “That’s it?” She raised her brows. “No wonder you never tell anyone!”

      “I know, right?”

      They laughed together and he kissed her again, savoring her mouth as though they had all the time in the world.

      “Have I mentioned,” he said when he let her up for air and she went to the kitchen, “that you make a mean chili. Almost as good as mine.”

      She laughed. “I believe mine is much better than yours, sir.”

      “You keep living in that dream world of yours.” Still grinning, he glanced toward the stairs, but there was no sign of the boys’ return just yet. “Do you think they suspect anything?”

      Miranda brought the popcorn in from the kitchen and set it on the coffee table, which was already strewn with confetti and streamers. A bucket of sparkling apple cider iced on top of it.

      “Those two knuckleheads? If it doesn’t have to do with food, superheroes, a Disney movie or a video game, they don’t notice anything.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. And we have a good plan: I spend more time around here, they get used to seeing us together and then we tell them about us.”

      “It is a good plan,” Miranda said. “I thought of it myself.”

      “You’re very smart. It’s one of the many reasons I fell in love with you.”

      “Yeah? And here I spent all this time thinking that my stellar black coffee attracted you to me.“

      “I’m attracted to pretty much everything about you, but, trust me, your black coffee was never on the list.“

      “Shocking,“ she said, laughing as he reeled her back in and nuzzled her neck. “I have the feeling this is going to be a great year.”

      “Indeed,” he murmured against her skin.

      The boys reappeared at the top of the steps, raced back downstairs and charged into the living room, giving Miranda and James just enough time to spring apart and resume their seats on opposite ends of the sofa. The twins, who now had their Christmas quilts in hand, flopped down between them and arranged their quilts with painstaking care. Noah reached for the popcorn bowl and quickly knocked Jonah’s hands away when he grabbed for his share.

      “Hey!“ cried Jonah.

      “Noah,“ Miranda warned. “If you start terrorizing your brother, you won’t be having any s’mores tonight. Understood?“

      “Understood,“ Noah said glumly, extending the bowl to his brother. Jonah grabbed a handful of popcorn and the boys munched happily and messily, with Frank snuffling up the kernels that fell to the floor, while Miranda started the movie with the remote and grinned at James across the top of the twins’ heads.

      “I love you,“ James mouthed.

      “I love you, too,“ she mouthed.

      “Hey, James?“ Noah smashed a fistful of popcorn into his mouth, losing half of it down the front of his pajamas. “You know about women, don’t you?”

      James froze; Miranda’s jaw hit the floor.

      “I’m not sure any man knows much about women, my young brother,“ James answered solemnly. “Why do you ask?“

      Noah frowned. “Well, I like this girl in my class, Naomi. And I think Mom should get me some aftershave so I’ll smell good at school, but Mom says no. What do you think?”

      “Well,“ James said, scrubbing a hand over his jaw. “I think you have to listen to your mother. Plus, I think if a girl likes you, she’ll like you as long as you’re fresh and clean. You probably don’t have to wear aftershave at this stage.“

      “Maybe.“ Looking doubtful, Noah leaned into James’s side to get comfortable. James, looking pleased, slung his arm around the boy’s shoulders. Noah turned his face into James’s armpit and sniffed deeply. “But Mom loves you, and you smell good, right?”

      Miranda stiffened.

      “Noah!“ Jonah cried, outraged, before Miranda could gather her wits enough to respond. “I told you not to say anything! You promised!“

      Noah shot his brother a disdainful look. “Yeah, but you know I can’t keep a secret. You shouldn’t have told me.“

      “Noah!“ Jonah screeched.

      Miranda recovered from her amazement long enough to raise a finger to silence Jonah’s gathering fit and ask a question.

      “What are you boys talking about, if I may ask?“

      Jonah stared her in the face. “We’re talking about you and James hooking up.“

      Miranda gaped at him. ‟Hooking up?”

      “Yeah,“ said Noah. “Now that you guys are together, and all.“

      Miranda looks to James for help but his mouth was an O of astonishment.

      “And how do you know that?“ Miranda demanded.

      “You guys were all kissy-kissy in the dining room before,“ Jonah said. The boys exploded with laughter and mimed kissing and groping each other with soap opera theatricality.

      “Oh, my God,” Miranda muttered, smacking her forehead. James covered his mouth with his hand and tried to pass off his laughter as a sudden bout of coughing.

      ‟It’s cool,“ Jonah said, snuggling against her side again once the hysterics died down. “You could do worse than James.“

      “Thank you so much for that overwhelming vote of confidence,“ James said dryly.

      Jonah stretched out a small fist. Grinning, James bumped it with his.

      Miranda stared at him, her breath lodged in her chest, trapped somewhere behind her swelling heart.

      “What’s wrong?” James asked.

      “Nothing’s wrong. You have an amazing smile. I’m still getting used to seeing it so oft—”

      “Will you two knock it off?” Noah yelled. “The movie’s starting!”

      James’s smile widened. He hooked his arm around the boy’s neck and pulled him into a headlock. Noah squealed with laughter. Jonah piled on. Frank jumped to his feet, barking his encouragement.

      James wrestled both boys into submission, one in each arm. “I have a question,” he asked. “How come all the males in this house have a great quilt except for me? How can I watch a movie under these conditions? Why is that fair?”

      “What?” Miranda asked, arrested by the sight of the males in her life sitting so comfortably on her sofa, as though they’d done it millions of times before.

      “You have to make James a quilt, Mom,” Jonah said.

      “Yeah, Mom,” Noah agreed. “If you love him and he’s going to be hanging around with us, he needs his own quilt. So does Frank.”

      Frank, who’d stuck his paw into the popcorn, tipped out a small pile onto the floor and was crunching it, looked up at the sound of his name, ears perked.

      “Well,” Miranda said, her gaze locking with James’s. “I do love him.”

      James opened his arms to her. She leaned in, across the squirming boys, and kissed him.

      “And you do plan to be hanging around with us, right?” Miranda continued.

      James gave her a pointed look. “Frank and I plan to be fixtures here, don’t we, Frank?”

      Frank finished up his popcorn, licked his chops and barked.

      “Well, then,” Miranda said, beaming, “I’ll get started on those quilts right away.”
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      Reeve Banks savored a fleeting life is good early July moment.

      With the windows open, she drove north on a winding highway along the Hudson River, where the views were spectacular in every direction. Glittering blue water. Rolling mountains in vibrant green. The occasional pop of color from wildflowers growing along the road.

      She sighed with contentment.

      Sarah Vaughan, who’d been keeping her company, was halfway through wondering when her lover man would show up, and Reeve sang along with gusto, remembering every lyric but massacring the melody with her faulty pitch. A kitty carrier full of an irritable and flinty-eyed fifteen-pound orange tabby cat named Muffin sat facing Reeve in the passenger seat. Every now and then, when Reeve hit a particularly high and admittedly painful note, Muffin, whose disapproving face was visible through the wire door, would yowl his dismay.

      Naturally, she ignored these rude interruptions with dignity.

      Meanwhile, her perpetual mental to-do list scrolled through her mind with one big thing crossed off, courtesy of last month’s graduation ceremony:

      Med school at Emory? Check! Yay!

      Pediatric residency at Journey’s End Medical Center, her hometown hospital? Not so fast on that one. She’d landed the gig already, true, but she still had three years of training to put in, starting bright and early Monday morning. Hence, the move back to Journey’s End, her destination today.

      Find an apartment? That was priority number one on her list, especially since she’d be staying with Sofia, her BFF since high school, in the interim. She and Sofia got along great, but Sofia was now living with her boyfriend, Toby, in the McMansion they’d recently bought together, and Reeve didn’t want to be a third wheel for any longer than she needed to. So she’d scheduled several apartment viewings and fervently hoped she’d be settling into her new digs no later than—what the hell?

      Without warning, her ten-year-old Saab, which was crammed full of the belongings she could bring with her (the rest were in storage until she got settled), started acting crazy, juddering as though it had been dropped inside an earthquake simulator. She hung on to the steering wheel and ignored this bizarre behavior for as long as she could, telling herself that it'd go away in a minute and wasn't that bad. But then it got that bad and didn't go away, escalating until her teeth clacked.

      Cursing, she turned off the stereo, edged her limping Saab to the side of the road and killed the engine. Then she got out and did a quick walk around to assess her situation, taking care to keep her front pressed tight to the car so she didn't lose her buttocks to any of the speeding passersby, none of whom stopped to help her, the bastards.

      It didn’t take long to find the problem: a giant nail head, about the size of a railroad spike, embedded in the left front tire.

      “Well, that’s just great,” she muttered, peering into the open window at Muffin. “We’ve got a flat tire.”

      Muffin’s pale green eyes narrowed into a glare. Apparently he’d never received—or, more likely, had ripped to shreds with his sharp front claws—the memo informing him that orange cats had uniformly sweet dispositions.

      “Oh, sure,” she snapped as Muffin turned his back on her and stared out the window at the back of his carrier, probably plotting how best to escape and kill the sparrows twittering in the nearest tree. “Blame the victim.”

      Fishing her cell phone out of her shorts pocket, she shoved her sunglasses to the top of her head, eyed the forbidding mass of gray clouds as they inched overhead, and thought about her options. Well, option. Singular:

      Change the tire.

      Sighing, she dialed. Sofia’s voice came over the line after half a ring.

      “Reeve?” Her tone had the usual undercurrent of low-grade worry, as though she expected and was prepared for Reeve to bear news of anything from a nasty case of the flu to incarceration in a Turkish prison. “Are you here yet?”

      “No, I'm not there yet — hey! Watch where you're going, you maniac!” Jumping quickly out of the way and deeper into the berm, Reeve used her free hand to give the finger to a disappearing minivan that had sped by a little too close for comfort. The driver responded with an angry honk. “I'm on the side of the road with a flat tire,” she told Sofia, swiping her blowing hair back out of her face. “Just wanted you to know before I started changing the tire in case I get killed by someone who's texting and driving at the same time. Which seems like a real possibility.”

      “That’s not safe. I’ll come get you.”

      “It’s okay.” Reeve said. “I’ll just change the tire.”

      “Don't you dare! I'll call Triple A. They can change the tire. I’ll come get you. You stay on the berm.”

      “That's crazy,” Reeve said, trying to exude more confidence than she felt. But how hard could it be? She'd watch a tire-changing tutorial on her smart phone, get it done herself, and hit the road again. “I can deliver babies and take out appendixes—”

      “No, you can’t. Just because you’ve watched those procedures doesn’t mean you can do them.”

      “Details,” Reeve said, waving a hand. “I can totally change a tire. No worries.”

      “I'm on my way,” Sofia said firmly. “Where exactly are you?”

      Reeve told her and hung up, secretly glad the cavalry was riding to her rescue. Especially since the sky was getting moodier by the second. Then she pursed her lips at the offending tire, wondering how long it’d take for Sofia to get there.

      Forty-five minutes or so, probably.

      Reeve leaned against the car, crossed her arms and ankles and told herself to be patient.

      Two seconds later, she’d run through her day’s supply of patience.

      The thing was, forty-five minutes seemed like a ridiculously long time, especially when she could change that tire herself.

      She wavered, wondering if she could really do it.

      At that exact moment, a gust of wind whipped through the overgrown grasses framing the road, making them ripple with menace and announcing the storm’s imminent arrival.

      Yeah, okay. Decision made. Worst case? She’d have the tire halfway changed by the time Sofia and/or Triple A turned up.

      Adam would help you.

      Adam would know how to change a tire.

      The thoughts, distant and unwelcome whispers that seemed to originate in her heart rather than her head, had the usual effect. A chill trickled over her skin despite the day’s heat. The echoing emptiness inside her pulsed and expanded, taking up a bit more space than it had yesterday. The world dimmed independently of the looming rain. Her shoulders got heavier and heavier until the extra weight threatened to put a bend in her spine.

      Stop it, Reeve, she told herself sternly.

      The Black wasn’t going to take over her mood again.

      Not today.

      Tipping her face up to the sky, she took a deep breath that forced her belly to expand and push out any lingering wisps of darkness. And another. And another. Then she gave her bare arms a brisk rub and warmed up enough to focus on the task at hand.

      Change the damn tire.

      Peeking inside the car—Muffin, apparently now disgusted by the sight of her, didn’t deign to look in her direction—Reeve made sure the parking brake and hazard lights were on and rolled up the windows in case the threatened storm became an actual storm. Then she opened the trunk and got an unpleasant wake-up call: spare tire and accessories were buried beneath layers of luggage and boxes full of medical texts and a lot of the other stuff that comprised the last four years of her life.

      Grumbling, she unloaded some of the junk, making a neat stack on the berm, and was just dragging out the spare tire when she heard the approaching purr of a sleek engine. Straightening, she glanced over her shoulder in time to see a slowing blaze of headlights roll past and park in front of the Saab.

      Black BMW SUV with some sort of a sports rack on top, she saw at a glance. Propping the spare tire against the car, she make a quick reach for the tire iron, just in case, and stared at the BMW, which was pretty sweet. A few years old, but still pricey enough to finance a couple years of tuition at her former med school. Must be nice, she thought, shooting the Saab a sidelong glare.

      She watched as the driver's door opened, feeling forty percent hopeful and sixty percent uneasy. If the local serial killer was on the prowl for an abduction, rape and murder, this was a pretty good scenario, wasn’t it? Other cars continued to race past, so there’d be plenty of witnesses to the crime, but still. She’d prefer not to make tonight’s local news.

      She waited.

      A guy wearing a black T-shirt, faded jeans and hiking boots climbed out of the Beemer, but he might as well have been climbing out of the pages of Men’s Health. He was a few years older than Reeve, she guessed, putting him in the early-thirties-ish range, and looked athletic. Brown-skinned, he was on the tall and lean side, which made him the basketball type rather than the football type, and his sable hair was an unruly mass of curls. He had thick brows to match the hair, straight lines of attitude over hooded black eyes, and his cheeks and nose were sharp, but his full lips softened his edges a little. He sported the kind of five o’clock shadow that was the Central Casting requirement of hot guys everywhere—a walking cliché—and it worked for him. Probably because he was also working the kind of gleaming-eyed intensity that proved his facial hair was not an affectation. He seemed like a guy who rolled out of bed in the morning, decided whether he felt like shaving or not, then told people to go screw themselves if they didn’t like his choice.

      All the air left Reeve’s lungs in a single breathless whoosh.

      The guy was the anti-Adam, darkly imposing compared to Adam’s olive skin, amber eyes and brown hair, and so unreasonably hot that she could almost see waves of steam rippling over his body as he strode toward her. Dumbstruck, she stared at him, tracking his easy stride and the way he now seemed to own the road and the situation. Commanding. That was the word she was looking for. This was the sort of man who’d instruct pirates on pillaging, generals on leading and Don Juan on seduction. He was—

      Hang on. Suddenly becoming aware of her tightening skin and shallow breath, Reeve mentally backhanded herself across the face and snapped out of it. He was good-looking, true, but so what? Ted Bundy had been handsome, too, and it hadn’t stopped him from raping and murdering all those women in the 1970s, had it?

      Lightning flashed just then, emphasizing the glint in the guy's dark eyes.

      Widening her stance a little, she gripped the tire iron and waited.

      “Hey,” he said, eyeballing Reeve and the metal with a healthy respect. He had a drawling voice, husky and deep, and it wasn’t hard to imagine him singing in a blues band. When he wasn’t bludgeoning helpless young women to death by the side of the road, that is. “You're not going to hit me with that thing, are you?”

      She shrugged. “Depends.”

      One dark brow headed north. “On?”

      “On whether you make any funny moves or not.”

      His lips pressed together. Crouching, he examined the flatter-than-a-pancake tire and stood again, looking grim. “Suspicious, much?”

      “Yeah. Much.”

      “Well, I stopped to help. I'm not a murderer.”

      She frowned at him, torn between wanting to believe him and a double dose of caution.

      “Do I look like a murderer?” he asked when it took her too long to respond.

      She pointed out the obvious. “What you look like and what you are could be two different things.”

      The edge of his mouth curled. “Are you going to give me the tire iron so I can get started, or not?”

      “No, thanks. I can handle it,” she said, motivated by an irritating combination of lingering caution and stubborn pride. Why did everyone think she couldn’t handle a simple tire change?

      The guy’s gaze swept her up and down, skimming her white tank top, frayed jeans shorts and hot-pink-painted toes in flip-flops. His attention lingered on her bare legs for a beat, after which his jaw tightened. Then he made a skeptical noise she didn’t appreciate.

      His gaze flicked back to hers as he studied her face. “You. Can handle it.”

      “Yes. But if you'd like to be helpful, please stand guard and make sure none of these speeding maniacs swipe off my butt when I’m bending over.”

      “And that would be a real shame.”

      “What did you say?” she asked, shocked and not sure she’d heard him right. She and her butt had a troubled history together, probably because it insisted on being way bigger than it should be, even now that she’d shed most of her med school freshman forty, and she wasn’t always a fan of it.

      And what kind of Good Samaritan commented on the needy woman’s ass, anyway?

      “Nothing.” His expression was bland, but exasperation crept into his voice. “Look. Give me the tire iron so I can work on the lug nuts for you. It's about to rain.”

      She glanced up at the sky, which now looked as if it were thinking about spawning a tornado. The wind was a continuous swirl, and the lightning flashes were coming on top of each other. All in all, there was no cause for optimism, but she didn’t let that stop her.

      “There’s plenty of time,” she said.

      “Yeah, okay. Buh-bye.”

      With a dismissive wave over his shoulder, he stalked back to the BMW and leaned against the safer passenger side, crossing his arms and ankles the way she’d done a few minutes ago. She thought she heard him murmur something like Unbelievable as he went, but it could just as easily have been Idiot.

      In a classic example of poor timing, the first cold sprinkles began to fall.

      “Really, God?” Reeve asked the sky.

      More sprinkles. Harder sprinkles.

      Galvanized and muttering, she stooped and went to work loosening the lug nuts with the tire iron, which was difficult given their ancient condition and the guy’s unwavering attention.

      Uncomfortable with an audience, she decided to ignore him.

      Tried to ignore him, anyway, but his watchful gaze was like a warm finger pressed to her nape.

      The lug nuts, meanwhile, were rusted into permanent place and refused to budge, no matter how she struggled with the tire iron. Increasing frustration made her lose her head and wrench at the thing, and that, naturally, made her overcompensate and lose her balance. She toppled out of her squat and landed, flat on her butt, on the damp pavement.

      A soft noise that sounded suspiciously like a snicker came from his direction.

      “Don't let me keep you,” she called, risking a glance at him. “I’m sure I’ll be fine. My friend’s coming soon, anyway.”

      He had his head bent low and was tapping on his phone, probably texting someone, and didn’t bother looking at her. “The thing is,” he said, “I don't think it's a good idea to leave a woman, even a stubborn to the point of foolish woman like you—”

      She made an involuntary sound of outrage.

      “—alone by the side of the road in the rain. Because then you’d be in trouble if any real murderers showed up, and I'd feel bad when hikers discovered your dismembered body in the undergrowth come fall. How're you coming with those lug nuts?”

      He had to see that they weren’t moving despite her increasingly desperate attempts to turn them, so he was just having fun needling her, the jackass.

      Pride―yeah, you could add pride to her list of shortcomings, right next to stubbornness and impatience—made her lie.

      “I'm coming along great.”

      “Great. Really?”

      “Yeah,” she said through gritted teeth. “Really.”

      Her divine punishment for this tiny falsehood came quick and harsh. With another flash of lightning, the skies opened up, pelting her with raindrops the size of water balloons and the temperature of ice cubes. Dropping the metal, she scurried to put her belongings back in the trunk before they got soaked.

      “Oh, look,” he said in that dry tone she was beginning to hate. For emphasis, he stretched his arms out, palms up. “It's raining. Who could've predicted?”

      Slamming the trunk, she hitched up her chin as she walked back to the flat tire and tried not to feel the embarrassed burn in her cheeks. Being the bigger person, she chose not to rise to his bait or dignify his stupid observation with a response.

      “I'll be in the car,” he said. “Where it's dry. Holler if you need me.”

      With that, he climbed back inside his luxury-mobile and the door swung shut with the quiet ease of a well-made car.

      She picked up the tire iron with no real enthusiasm. By now, her back, thighs and fingers were aching from effort. Her chilled flesh fought the shivers because her clothes were soaked and her body temperature had dropped into the subzero range. Needing a break, she stood for a minute, swiping water out of her dripping hair and eyes, and stared at the BMW, where it was warm and dry and the low thump of music could now be heard. Then she looked at her own loser car.

      Stupid Saab.

      Cursing, she went back to work on the lug nuts, fueled by the strong desire to prove―to the guy, Sofia and probably to herself—that she wasn’t some helpless female who needed rescuing, someone with book smarts but no common sense or basic life skills. She was a grown and capable twenty-six-year-old woman. Back in the day, she’d already have five or six kids by now, cows to milk, a house to run and fields of cotton or corn or some such to grow. She would not disgrace her ancestors by failing to change a lousy tire.

      Menial labor is not your strong suit, Princess. Adam had always teased her about that.

      Shut up, Adam, she told the voice in her head.

      Five minutes later, though, she came to one inescapable conclusion: she couldn’t change that lousy tire and therefore needed rescuing. There was no more room for denial.

      Dejected and knowing she’d have to eat some serious crow, she trudged through the rain, which was now falling sideways, straight into her face, and squishing between her bare toes in their flip-flops.

      Thoroughly drenched, she reached the driver's side door of the BMW. The guy sat inside on the tan leather seat, reading a book. Though he had to see her out of his peripheral vision, he didn’t glance up.

      Forcing her to knock.

      It took two or three more beats for him to finish his paragraph and lower the book. Meanwhile, she stood there like an idiot, soaked and seething. Then he took his time about lowering the automatic window just enough for her to see the quiet gleam of triumph in his dark eyes. The silky voice of Ella Fitzgerald drifted from the high-end speakers and over the rain.

      “‘Let’s Do It,’ eh?” she asked. “Good choice. And I love everything she did with Louis Armstrong. Don't you? Lately I’ve been getting into Sarah Vaughan. She’s got a version of ‘Let’s Do It,’ too.”

      His eyes widened, but he recovered quickly and gave her an indifferent stare that made her think he was probably amazing at poker.

      “Yes…?” he asked.

      “Ah,” she began.

      He waited, like there could be some puzzle about what she needed. As though he wanted to make sure she didn't pop by to get his opinions on world hunger and climate change before she continued changing the tire herself.

      “You're going to make me say it, aren't you?”

      Dimples bracketed his mouth. “Absolutely.”

      “Please, sir. If it wouldn't trouble you too much, kind sir,” she said with all the elaborate politeness she could muster while shivering, “I’d be most grateful if you could please help me—”

      “Forget it.” He swung the door open and climbed out, forcing her to hustle out of the way or get whacked. Then he produced a baseball cap from inside the car and put it on to keep some of the rain out of his face. “The British accent was a nice touch, but you don't do humble well.”

      He yanked the tire iron out of her hand and strode off toward her car before looking back. By this point, she surely resembled one of the drowning rats on the Titanic, but he took pity on her anyway.

      “Have a seat inside. Warm yourself up,” he called.

      This thoughtful offer made her feel even worse for being so suspicious.

      “I'll drip,” she pointed out. “I don't want to ruin your—”

      His jaw dropped. “Are you always this oppositional?”

      “You have no idea.”

      More dimples. “I’m trusting you with my car. Murderers don't do that. Go.”

      He pointed and she went, gratefully climbing behind the wheel, cranking up the wonderful heat and directing all the vents straight at her face. He had seat warmers, too, so she turned hers on and prayed that a seat warmer plus a wet butt didn’t lead to immediate electrocution.

      After a minute or two, her chills eased up enough for her to appreciate the car, which was perfectly clean and fresh. He had a black gym bag on the passenger side floor, a battered book on the seat, and a Swiss Army knife dangling from his key chain.

      Not that she was curious about him.

      With nothing else to do, she picked up the book. It turned out to be Moby-Dick, one of her all-time favorites. She sat for a minute, digesting this improbability. God could produce a guy who looked like that and read the classics, too? But He couldn’t make a pair of jeans that didn’t make her ass look like a VW Beetle?

      You need to think about what you’re doing, God.

      She tossed the book back onto the seat and that was when she noticed something sitting in the cup holder: a black velvet jeweler’s box small enough to hold an engagement ring.

      Something inside her sank a little.

      Nosy though she was feeling at the moment—what kind of powerhouse woman had he fallen for? A model? A Fortune 500 CEO-to-be?—she’d never snoop so low as to rummage through someone’s stuff. No matter how much her fingers itched to open the box and see what was in there.

      Determined not to let temptation get the best of her, she checked the rearview mirror in time to see the guy wheeling the spare tire into place and crouching to put it on. He was just a Good Samaritan, then, and an efficient one at that. But no good deed went unpunished, because she’d rewarded his kindness by behaving like a nut job.

      Her idiocy felt complete.

      Time to apologize.

      Climbing out of the warm little slice of heaven, she braved the ongoing monsoon to walk back to the Saab.

      Hearing her squishy approach, the guy gave her a swift once-over, but kept working with the tire.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled. “And thank you. I really mean it.”

      “Forget it,” he told her.

      She smiled, grateful he wasn’t going to make her grovel. “It's just that you can never be too careful,” she continued, “and I wasn't sure that—”

      He stood to his full height (six one or two, if he was an inch) and fixed her with his gaze, which was piercing under the shadow cast by his baseball cap. Something in his expression rearranged itself, softening. She watched him, arrested, fighting the unsettling sensation that he could see all sorts of things about her that had nothing to do with her physical appearance. Things she wanted left in the dark and hidden under a blanket.

      “I get it,” he reassured her. “I’m a stranger. You were being careful. Actually, you were being paranoid, but it's all good.” He swiped his wet hands on his thighs, smearing his jeans with grease and dirt.

      “Plus, I saw your copy of Moby-Dick,” she added. “Which proves you’re a good guy, right? Or a smart guy, anyway. Assuming you didn’t steal the copy from the library.”

      He grinned, a startling and disarming flash of white teeth and dimples that made her skin prickle with heat. “It was my grandmother’s favorite. She talked about it all the time. So I thought I’d get around to reading it.”

      “Oh, you’ll love it.” She blinked, using the back of her hand to swipe raindrops from her face. “And when you finish it, you and your grandmother can sit around discussing the nature of evil and justice. And then you should both read Crime and Punishment, if you haven’t already.”

      The light in his eyes dimmed.

      His eyes weren’t as dark as she’d first thought, she realized, simultaneously realizing they’d drifted closer to each other as they talked. His eyes weren’t black at all. They were hazel.

      “My grandmother died.” He swallowed, a rough bob of his Adam’s apple. “Last month. Her name was Ella.”

      “Oh, no.” Her hand reflexively came up to cover her heart. “I’m so sorry.”

      He nodded, pressing his lips together.

      “Well,” she said, fumbling for a new topic that wouldn’t make him look so bleak. “Need any more light reading suggestions?”

      He snorted out a laugh. “Not if you’re going to suggest another thousand-pager.”

      “Oh, I’m much more diverse than that. If you want suspense, you must read Girl with the Dragon Tattoo.”

      “Loved it.”

      “For history, you absolutely must read Band of Brothers and Team of Rivals. Immediately.”

      “Done.”

      “Game of Thrones? Sherlock Holmes?”

      He faked a yawn. “You’re wasting my time.”

      She laughed. “Oh, so you’re a player. Okay. Let’s see. Thinking...Thinking...” She snapped her fingers. “Got it. For true crime, it’s got to be Fatal Vision.”

      He wavered, scrunching his face as he tried to recall it. “The one about the Green Beret who killed his family?”

      “Yep. It’s a big one—”

      He groaned.

      “But it reads really fast. You’ll love it.”

      He nodded, grinning. “Thanks.”

      She grinned back, trying not to fall under the spell of his bright eyes. “Any time.”

      They stared at each other, the moment stretching into something deliciously unsettling.

      He really was an interesting guy. The kind of guy she’d be interested in, if she was in the market.

      What about me, Reeve? asked Adam.

      Reeve’s smile slipped.

      “So...Bad news,” he said, also sobering. “The spare’s flat, too.”

      Before she could react, a semi sped by, creating a gust of wind that reminded them both of where they were. Without a word, he grabbed her waist and steered her back into the berm. This purely functional move, designed to keep her from being flattened into roadkill, made her flesh tingle.

      His hand was big. Strong. Warm.

      Adam’s hands were smaller than that.

      Flustered, she fidgeted nervously under cover of smoothing her hair out of her face. This led to the discovery that the rain, which was tapering off, had turned said hair into a squiggly mess best described as ramen noodles dyed black.

      “Sorry,” she prattled. “My hair does this Medusa thing whenever it gets wet. You probably shouldn’t even look at me right now. It’s not safe.”

      This little joke made his jaw tighten. He blinked and his pointed gaze dropped from hers, skimming over her and lingering on her legs on the way down and her breasts on the way up.

      Her body reacted with exquisite sensitivity. Goosebumps erupted all over her skin, and her nipples tightened down into achy beads that made her breath shallow.

      That was when she looked down and belatedly realized that rain plus white tank top plus thin bra equaled unobstructed and detail-rich view of her breasts—nipples, aureoles and every other tiny detail of her cleavage. He could probably even see the mole near her armpit.

      And yet she waited, unabashed and unmoving, and let this man whose name she didn’t even know look his fill at her. In the end, he was the one to put a stop to it, not her.

      The whole incident lasted only two seconds. Three at the most.

      Adam never once entered her mind.

      At last the guy blinked, freeing her from his spell.

      “You’re right,” he said lightly, backing up a step. His voice sounded husky. “I shouldn’t look at you now.”

      Her cheeks flooded with sudden heat and guilt, making her look away as she hurriedly crossed her arms over her chest.

      “So.” She paused while her buzzing thoughts settled down. “Thanks again.”

      “Any time.” There was that huskiness again. He gestured vaguely over his shoulder. “Let’s wait in the car. Just, you know, until your friend comes.”

      “Ah...” She hesitated. Waiting in his gorgeous car would be great, but now, suddenly, she was wary of being alone with him for reasons that had nothing to do with his potential for violence. “I think I'll just stay in my car with Muffin.”

      His smile, she was discovering, was a blindingly beautiful event in the category of rainbows, solar eclipses and Tahitian sunsets. It made her knees weaken and her thoughts fuzz.

      “Muffin? That’s what you call that tiger in your front seat? Muffin?”

      She laughed. “I know, right? I didn't name him. He was a rescue.”

      “That explains a lot.”

      His body turned toward his car, but he lingered, in no apparent hurry to be anywhere else. This led to her lingering. Muffin, she figured, could fend for himself for a minute. They watched each other, the silence growing awkward. The guy opened his mouth. Seemed to think better of whatever he'd been planning to say and closed it again. Adjusted the bill of his baseball cap. Looked to the sky.

      “Rain's easing up,” he said.

      “Thank God.” Rubbing her hands up and down her arms as she followed his gaze, she worked on repressing a shiver. Now that the storm was passing and taking most of the day's humidity with it, the air felt breathable again. Crisp. Clear. “Who knew the rain was so cold?”

      The guy's features lapsed into what she was beginning to think of as one of his signature expressions: wry smile with cocked eyebrow. “I believe I did mention—”

      “Yeah, you told me it was going to rain. Had you mentioned that the rain was going to be cold, maybe I would have listened to you. Don’t worry, though. I'm not mad. Just disappointed.”

      He laughed, triggering the renewed swoop of something thrilling and unfamiliar low in her belly.

      She laughed.

      Arrested, his eyes thrown into shadow by his cap again, he sobered until all his boyish and teasing attributes gave way to a clear-eyed intensity she found disconcerting. Then he stuck out a hand.

      “Edward,” he told her. “Harper. Pleasure.”

      “Reeve Banks.” She hesitated, wishing there was a polite way she could refuse to shake. She could say, I don’t mean to be rude, but I have a cold—don’t want to spread germs! Then she wouldn’t have to engage in an act that, with this guy—Edward, his name was Edward—would feel way more intimate than a standard introduction.

      But her hand was already in motion, probably because it wanted to touch him.

      The actual contact was brief, a mere second and a half of his big hand, with nice fingers and well-kept nails, engulfing her smaller one in a firm grip.

      But the energy surge between them—did he feel it, too?—felt like a pronged lightning strike to some vague point inside her. And when he quickly dropped her hand, crossed his arms and backed up a step, he left a tingling wake of awareness, as though she was now more alive than she’d been seconds ago.

      “So,” she said, also backing up a step as she shoved her hands deep into her pockets.

      “So.” Keeping his gaze lowered, he gestured to his SUV. Took another step away. “I’ll wait in my car.”

      “Okay. But...What should I call you?”

      He stopped. “Call me?”

      “Ed?” she asked. “Eddie? Ned? Ted? Teddy? Please tell me you have a zippy nickname of some sort.”

      Laughing, he shook his head. “You could give me one.”

      Reeve thought about that and decided the strong name suited his commanding air, not that she planned to tell him that. “Edward is good.”

      “Glad to hear it. I’d hate to think I’ve been walking around with the wrong name all these years.”

      “It’s been known to happen.”

      Another laugh from him, but then he seemed to catch himself at it and locked his expression down. He took another step toward his car.

      “Thanks again,” she called after him, fighting an inappropriate stab of disappointment. The man was soon to be engaged or, at the very least, in a relationship serious enough to warrant a gift of an expensive piece of jewelry.

      Taken was the word she was looking for. He was taken. And she...

      Well, she had plenty of unfinished business to keep her occupied when she wasn’t drowning beneath the workload of her pediatric residency. “For everything.”

      He nodded, a faint frown contracting his brows. “Reeve, huh? I like it.”

      “It’s original, anyway,” she said, thinking of all the times she’d vainly searched kitschy souvenir shops for a keychain, doorknob sign or ID necklace with Reeve on it. “I’ve never met another Reeve.”

      “Yeah.” Something in his expression warmed. Softened until the corners of his eyes crinkled with an unfulfilled smile. “Neither have I.”
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